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INTRODUCTION
To discuss a type of literature such as tragedy 

is a dangerous and often quite a confusing business.
To read the sometimes conflicting views of critics 
from Aristotle to Hume to Arthur Miller would lead the 
student to believe that, although tragedy exists, an 
objective and productive examination of the type would 
be impossible.

Critical discussions abound in controversy con
cerning the physical properties of tragedy— the char
acter of the hero, the emotional effect, the length and 
setting of the drama— yet few good critical evaluations 
of the "spirit" of tragedy are in print. True, such a 
discussion could tend toward ineffectual ramblings con
cerning the "beauties" of tragedy, but a logical and 
worthwhile evaluation is not only possible, it is of 
prime importance for an adequate understanding of true 
high tragedy.

The notion of tragedy may evolve and develop. 
Tragedy reflects, in its developing nature, facets and 
emphases in the society out of which it grows. However, 
it remains true that, for all tragedy, the "common 
denominator" will remain the same; the central point of 
interest is man and his personal destiny. Through the 
various tragedies written by such men as Aeschylus,



Shakespeare, Dryden, Shaw, and Miller, we see how man 
has viewed man, his world, and the universe. This

2

"spirit" which informs the particular drama of a 
period of history is the singular attitude by which 
man has attempted to establish the meaning of human 
effort and human failure.

We believe that the tragedy produced by an age 
can be judged great in direct proportion to the re
ligious climate of the period. Tragedy, we feel, has 
the closest relation to religion of any other literary 
type. Further, by looking about, we can readily ob
serve that, as mankind matures, as he gains more 
"knowledge»" as he seems less and less dependent 
upon faith, then the less he seems to need and ap
preciate tragedy. For if tragedy is to be written, 
it must necessarily be constructed out of man's own 
sense of mystery. Yet as a culture develops techni
cally, it develops a more precisioned view of man in 
isolating and appraising the world and man's place in 
the world. Thus, this attitude, this physical and 
external emphasis slowly kills the inner attitude of 
humility, the world of mystery, in this perfection of 
technique and the achievement of this kind of knowledge.

When we speak of the great tragedies, we think, 
of course, of those produced by the Greeks and
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Shakespeare. Were they the only gifted individuals who 
had the ability to compose great tragedy? Does such 
genius come only every thousand years? Is great tragedy 
only a product of individual genius? To such guestions 
we must answer that great tragedy is not only a product 
of great talent, but is also a product of a particular 
type of culture. To put it plainly, the ages of great 
tragedy were also ages of great faith and great humility. 
This, truly, is the "spirit," or attitude, found in all 
great tragedy. Without such an attitude, tragedy is 
deprived of that substance upon which it thrives.
Without such a spirit, tragedy degenerates from the 
highest of human literary achievements to a state of 
decay and disuse.

In the light of these remarks, then, our work 
will involve a close study of important facets of John 
Dryden's age and audience, a critical examination of 
his theory and practice in tragedy, and a comparison 
of his work to the tragedy produced by the Greeks and
Shakespeare.
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CHAPTER I
TRAGIC THEORY IN THE AGE OF 
THE GREEKS AND SHAKESPEARE

Greek tragedy, like Shakespeare's, was one of 
the many ways in which men have attempted to give some 
answer to the seeming chaos seen and experienced in 
this world. From our own experience, as spectators 
or readers of Greek or Shakespearean tragedy, we can 
observe that these dramas dealt not with the petty, 
but the great problems of man— ‘death, suffering, and 
the futility of human effort. We would certainly miss 
the point if we attempted to reduce the spirit of 
tragedy, Greek or Shakespearean, to a set belief, 
doctrine, or philosophy. From our acquaintance with 
Greek tragedy, we know that many of the dramatists 
differed in their view of how man was to get on in 
the world. But, as F. L. Lucas notes, "the important 
fact is that all agreed that man must endure."1 And 
it is through the intellectual and emotional effects 
of tragedy that men were enabled to bear life as it is.

Greek, as well as Renaissance audiences, lived 
in great ages of faith, ages in which we find a stable 
belief that our world, our universe, operates on some 
principle of order. For the Greeks, this "order" was

If . L. Lucas, Tragedy: Serious Drama in Relation 
to Aristotle's Poetics (New York, 1962) , pi 69.
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called many things— Zeus, moral order, or Dike (world 
justice). As Edith Hamilton has remarked, one of the 
guiding principles working within the Greek mind was 
the idea that there was, there had to be, some order 
in the universe. And it was man's problem to see if 
he could figure out how to live according to this plan.^ 

E. M. W. Tillyard, discussing faith in Renais
sance England, has shown that Shakespeare and his 
audience, contrary to some opinion, did live in a 
theocentric universe. During this time the Refor
mation had not yet destroyed the old faith of the 
Middle Ages. As Tillyard notes,

Protestantism (at this timejwas largely a 
selection and a simplification of what 
was there all the time. It mattered little 
to the sublime scheme of Augustinian and 
Thomist theology if indulgences for instance 
were done away with. The universe was still 
an order, even if men forgot many of the 
details of its internal concatenations.3

The Renaissance was still stable in the belief that our
world, our universe, was directed by the hand of God.

Faith in order, whether we label it Dike as did
the Greeks or God as do Christians, is an essential part
of tragedy. Without it, tragedy will fail to achieve

^Edith Hamilton, The Greek Way (New York,
1963), pp. 243-44. 3 *

3E. M. W. Tillyard, The Elizabethan World
Picture (New York, 1939), p.7.



6

its proper end. For if tragedy did not reflect some 
sort of order or plan to the universe, then this genre 
would be reduced to a picture of human despair rather 
than hope. And tragedy, as we see it in Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, and Shakespeare, is far from being a re
presentation of despair. Both Greek and Shakespearean 
tragedy was written to reflect a belief that there is 
some rational explanation for the evil and pain one 
sees in the world. "Thus for the great ages," observes 
Joseph Wood Krutch," tragedy was not an expression of 
despair but a means by which they saved themselves 
from it. It was a profession of faith, and a sort of 
religion; a way of looking at life by virtue of which 
it is robbed of its pain."4 Krutch goes on to say that 
tragedy helped to "make endurable the realization that 
the events of the outward world do not correspond with 
the desires of the heart, and, thus in its own par
ticular way, it did what all religions do, for it gave 
a ratioiihlity, a meaning, a justification to the 
universe."5

The concept'of faith implies a blind belief in

4Joseph Wood Krutch, "The Tragic Fallacy,"
Eight Great Tragedies, ed. Sylvan Barnet e_t al.
(New York, 1963) , p. 436.

5Ibid.
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something. As we see in Greek tragedy, even though the 
world was full of pain and suffering, there was a system 
to the universe, some order. In the plays of Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, and Euripides, the background of world-order 
is seen in various forms.

Renaissance tragedy was also written in the same 
spirit of faith. The "order" of the Renaissance was the 
whole Christian dispensation. Thus, utterly different 
from the Greek background-structure, still what is im
portant is that this structure in Renaissance society 
was an ordered whole— the faith in a personal Christian 
God. Hence, both ages saved themselves much confusion 
when they admitted that they could not always under
stand this order or plan of the world. To put it 
plainly, they had faith.

It is through their deep faith that Greek and 
Renaissance tragedians saved their tragic dramas from 
becoming pathetic and hopeless representations of 
human misery. In Prometheus Bound, the hero is tor
tured with such fury that we feel great sorrow for the 
man. Hamlet's tragic story is equally moving. And 
Milton's Samson is visited by so many doubts, fears, 
and agonies that we can only hope that a quick death 
will put him out of his misery. Yet in each of these 
examples of human suffering, the particular drama is
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saved from becoming merely pathetic by its insistence 
that there must be a good reason for such agony. In 
the case of Prometheus, the poet seems to tell us that 
the man must suffer because he has violated some order, 
some plan, in the universe. Commenting on the dramatic 
resolution in Greek tragedy, Prosser H. Frye notes that 
in order to resolve the problem coming out of the con
flict, the Greek dramatist undertook to show, or rather 
convey, the impression that the act of the hero—  
Prometheus, Oedipus, or Antigone, whatever the motives—  
was in reality committed in violation of moral law, and 
that so far from being innocent or even indifferent, it 
was, as a matter of fact, subversive of order and
discipline.^

The conclusion that we must understand is that 
the two greatest ages of tragedy were also two of the 
greatest ages of faith. The suffering and death re
presented on their stages was an attempt on their part 
to make some sense out of the seemingly senseless evil 
in our world. The answers they gave were closely bound 
up in the religious beliefs of their respective ages.

However, when religion ceases to be an important

^Prosser Hall Frye, "The Theory of Greek 
Tragedy," University of Nebraska Studies, Vol. XIII 
(October, 1913) , pp. 314-315.
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part of tragedy, to be the commanding human interest, 
when its queries are set aside for scientific, political, 
or moral questions, tragedy, deprived of its proper sub
stance, languishes. Tragedy, as it withdraws from re
ligion, takes up lesser and varied material such as 
morals, history, romance, or social manners.

As we shall see in the progress of this investi
gation, when we come to a consideration of Dryden's age, 
one of the chief reasons that tragedy, such as that 
produced by Dryden and his contemporaries, fails to 
produce the universally relevant intellectual and 
emotional effects proper to its form, is the fact that 
it is a product of an age which is not settled in its 
belie&s. By the time the Reformation had progressed 
into the seventeenth century, traditional belief in 
the God of our fathers was on the way to being replaced 
by a rational theology which demanded belief in only 
that which can be proved empirically, experienced 
emotionally or understood logically. The old mysteries 
were, in this age, dashed to bits. And the result of 
all this was chaos. Christianity, which was once a 
unified system of belief, had now degenerated into 
such a diverse number of religious philosophies that 
no one has yet accurately counted them. Hence, the 
religious and philosophical milieu of Dryden's age,



as we shall see, played an important role in deter
mining the particular emotional and intellectual 
effects of Dryden's tragedy.

10

Greek and Renaissance writers of tragedy not 
only had certain notions about the spiritual effect of 
tragedy, they also had definite ideas concerning the 
making of tragedy.

In tragedy, ground rules are important. For
without them, the literary genre would proceed in a
blind and uncertain way. Tragedy is tragedy because
it exhibits certain characteristics particular to its
type. It is unlike any other genre in a number of
significant ways. And without these distinctive marks,

4
the critic and tragic poet would find it difficult to 

fevaluate or write tragedies.
Tragedy, first of all, is an emotional experi

ence. In Aristotle's definition of tragedy, we see 
that the central point in tragedy is to produce an 
emotional effect upon an audience. As he states,

Tragedy, then is ClJ an imitation of an action 
that is serious, complete, and of a certain 
magnitude; C2J in language embellished with 
each kind of artistic ornament, the several 
kinds being found in separate parts of the 
play; D 3  in the form of action, not narrative;
C43 through pity and fear effecting the proper 
purgation of these emotions. 7

7Aristotle, "The Poetics," in Aristotle's Theory 
of Poetry and Fine Art, trans. ed. S.H. Butcher (New York, 
1951) p. 23.
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In the progress of our investigation, we will deal with 
the first and fourth parts of Aristotle's definition 
since these are, for us, important aspects of our thesis.

The first part of the definition is concerned 
with what we can call tragedy's formal cause— the tragic 
action. Aristotle, commenting on the tragedies of his 
own day, states that the action or plot must be complete. 
It must have a beginning, middle, and end. It must also 
be of a certain magnitude, a certain size. But the most 
significant part of the statement is that the action 
must be "serious." S. H. Butcher believes that tragedy 
is serious in that it 4s "concerned with the supreme

Qgood or end of life." Tfc is an action which is neither 
ludicrous nor morally trivial. It is concerned with a 
serious end, namely, that well-being which is the true 
end of life. The dramatic action must be so signifi
cant, and its meaning capable of such extension, that 
is, universality, that through it we can discern the 
higher laws which rule the world. The private life of 
the individual or the battle within individuals over 
such concepts as honor, love, or political allegiances, 
tragic in their own limited way, have never been the 
subject of the highest tragedy.

®Ibid. (Commentary), p. 206.
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But the tragic action not only implies serious
ness; it also means that this action must be manifested 
in serious conflict, a conflict which will produce not 
only the interest but the concern of the spectators.

The conflict which is at the heart of tragedy
is not found in a mere collision of persons or interests
or even ideas within the confines of the drama itself.
This is only surface conflict. All drama exhibits
this. But tragedy exploits a special kind of conflict.
As Frye observes, the particular conflict found in all
high tragedy is expressed "in the contradictions op-

9posing our human values and standards."
That conflict must be serious was apparent to 

the Greek dramatists. Their tragedies dealt with the 
problem that human actions performed with virtuous and 
blameless intent, to all appearances good and meritori
ous in themselves, can sometimes turn out in an unexpect
ed way. Prometheus and Antigone illustrate this point 
clearly. The actions of both characters are, in the 
spectator's point of view, harmless, even worthy of 
praise. But both suffer because of these acts.

In the case of Prometheus, the reason why he 
chose to defy the law of Zeus is less important than 
what happens to him after the hero makes the choice.

^Theory of Greek Tragedy, p. 5.
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The psychological implications of the hero’s actions 
are merely unimportant for this type of drama. Recti
tude of intention, whether we view it as important or 
not, was certainly not involved in ancient Greek 
tragedy. Prometheus was guilty of ignorance of the 
moral plan of the universe. He simply did not under
stand the significance of his actions in relation to 
the order of the universe.

This is what is meant by serious conflict in 
Greek tragedy.- The conflict has universal appeal.
The spectators can easily place themselves in the 
position of the hero. Although the audience may not 
be like the hero in many ways, the same things happen 
to the audience that happen to characters like Antigone 
and Prometheus. To put it clearly, the conflict in 
Greek tragedy is the thing that enables the spectator 
to become involved, to become a participant in the 
tragic experience. Conflict between men or conflict 
involving the petty problems of man— love, honor, the 
passions— are indeed interesting, but they lack suffi
cient importance to affect an audience to any degree.
And as we shall see later, in order for a tragedy to be 
truly effective, the audience must be emotionally 
involved.

Whereas in Greek tragedy we experience a conflict
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depending upon a serious action and its result, in Shake
spearean tragedy we meet a conflict that is different 
from Greek tragedy, yet equally as serious and universal.

The serious tragic action in Shakespearean 
tragedy is centered within the hero himself. The hero
must choose a way of acting. And what happens to him

■ r
results mainly from the mode of action he chooses. In

4
effect, the Shakespearean tragic hero weaves his own 
destiny through his choice of a course of action. And 
as we can see, Shakespearean tragedy, like Greek, also 
involves a serious action which is manifested in con
flict. Although in Shakespeare's tragedies the con
flict is internal, within the hero, the action still 
is significant; it still involves the important pro
blems of man. What could be a more serious action 
than presenting a conflict which involves a character 
who must choose between differing modes of action, 
action which eventually will lead to either the hero's 
safety or destruction.

The resolution in Shakespearean tragedy is 
bound up in the Christian concept of good and evil. 
Hamlet, Othello, Brutus, and Macbeth suffer and die 
because they have made the wrong moral choice; they 
have chosen evil, thinking it to be a good. Shake
speare's tragic heroes act the way they do, not because 
they are totally evil men, but because their personality
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or psychology is such that they choose or are urged to
choose evil rather than good. And concerning this very
point, Paul Olsen has observed,

Boethius, in the Consolation of Philosophy, 
suggests that man is a free moral being; his 
freedon is a freedom of spirit, of motives, 
of values: he may choose to love permanent or 
eternal goods; he may choose to love the 
temporal. That man who loves the eternal 
places himself spiritually outside the fiery 
touch of physical adversity. What he loses, 
in suffering, is not that to which he has 

j attached supreme importance. The man wholoves the temporal (power, temporal goods, 
sexual satisfaction, objects in general) does 
not know such a secure home. Having placed 
his faith in temporal things which must, by 
their nature, change and decay, he subjects 
himself to the mutability implicit in them. 
Fortune's wheel is a metaphor for the fluctu
ations of the temporal world. Fortune herself 
represents temporal goods: prestige, love, 
possessions, objects in general. The varia
bility of Fortune, implicit in the very ob
jects which she represents, implicit in the 
cycles of the natural physical world, is 
providential.  ̂̂
The heroes suffer and die not because God is 

punishing them. Nor is Shakespeare attempting to force 
us to believe, as we find in Restoration tragedy, that, 
in this world, evil is punished, virtue rewarded. What 
he does do is to place his characters in a world, a 
very Christian world, that operates on a principle of 
order. He allows his characters to make their own way 10

10Paul Olsen, "Shakespearean Tragedy," Curriculum 
Unit for the Twelfth Grade, Nebraska Curriculum Develop- 
ment Center (Lincoln, "T363), p. 3.
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in the world, to work out their own destinies.
As we noted earlier, the Shakespearean tragedy

operates upon a clearly defined principle of moral
order; moral good and evil. And in the case of the
tragic heroes, their fate is determined by two related 

4
things: the character of the hero and his view of moral 
good and evil, and the situation in which the hero is 
placed, his environment. A. C. Bradley, in speaking of 
conflict in Shakespeare's tragedies, notes that the main 
source of the convulsion which produces the suffering 
and death is never good. As he sees it, the main source 
is in every case evil; and, what is more, it is in al
most every case evil in the fullest sense, not mere 
imperfection. The love of Romeo and Juliet conducts 
them to death only because of the senseless hatred of 
their houses. Guilty ambition, seconded by malice and 
murder opens the action in Macbeth. Iago is the main 
source of the convulsion in Othello. Goneril, Edmund, 
and Regan in King Lear. Even when this plain moral 
evil is not the obviously prime source within the play, 
it lies behind it: the situation with which Hamlet has 
to deal has been formed by adultery and murder.11 
Bradley observes further,

H a . c .
1964), p. 37.

Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (London,
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If it is chiefly evil that violently disturbs 
the order of the world, this order cannot be 
friendly to evil or indifferent between evil 
and good, any more than a body which is con
vulsed by poison is friendly to it or indiffer
ent to the distinction between poison and food. 
Again, if we confine our attention to the hero, 
and to those cases where the gross and palpable 
evil is not in him but elsewhere, we find that 

* the comparatively innocent hero still shows
some marked imperfection or defect— irresolu- 
tion, precipitancy, pride, credulousness, 
excessive simplicity, excessive susceptibility 
to sexual emotions, and the like. These defects 
or imperfections are certainly, in the wide 
sense of the word, evil, and they contribute 
decisively to the conflict and catastrophe.
And the inference is again obvious. The ulti
mate power which shows itself disturbed by 
this evil and reacts against it, must have a 
nature alien to it. Indeed its reaction is 
so vehement and 'relentless' that it would 
seem to be bent on nothing short of good in 
perfection, and to be ruthless in its demand 
for it.12
Although Greek and Shakespearean tragedies 

differed as to how the tragic action was accomplished, 
both seemed to have been written with an attitude, a 
very mature and rational attitude, that the presence 
of evil in the world cannot be easily explained. They 
gave no simple answers, no rationalized explanations.
It was their insistence upon the idea that man cannot 
always come to an understanding of his world that gave 
their tragedy its sense of truth. If their tragedy 
attempted to supply any answers for man's doubts and 
fears, it was in their belief that although the world

12Ibid., p. 38.
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operated upon a definite plan or order, man's compre
hension of the plan was limited. Faith in the Christian 
dispensation or Greek Dike was requisite in this con
cept of tragedy. The evil and misery in the world was 

4paused, not by an absence of order, but by man's in
ability to either perceive or comply with this order.

The dramatic or tragic conflict we have examined 
in Greek and Shakespearean tragedy differs from one age 
to another. Yet they do have one point in common.
Both ages viewed conflict as something serious and 
important. Greek and Shakespearean audiences could 
become involved in the tragic conflict because what 
was taking place before them reflected conflict that 
was meaningful, conflict that mirrored man's greatest 
problems.

So far, in our discussion, we have examined the 
development of one of the two most important requisites 
in tragedy: the "serious" action. Aristotle, in his 
Poetics, spends considerable time in making sure the 
reader understands the importance of this concept in 
producing the end of t r a g e d y . I f  the tragic action 
is not handled properly, the end result would be some
thing less than tragedy. In tragedy, as Aristotle ob
served in the tragedy of his own age, the purpose of

l-̂ See "Poetics," pp. 45-47.
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the action of the drama was to purge the soul of pity 
and fear by these same emotions. The Aristotelian

4 formula has a dual importance: the audience is given a 
definition of their experience, and the playwright is 
provided a goal for which certain means are requisite—  
the goal for him being no other than the effect he must 
achieve if he is to hold an audience with high and 
serious matter of a painful nature. Unfortunately, 
however, Aristotle's analysis was altogether too frag
mentary, and his Poetics has come down to us as little 
more than a collection of class notes. We do not even

\ know precisely what purgation or catharsis meant for 
him and how he thought "pity and fear" produced purgation.

The subject of catharsis has been a problem for 
commentators since the Renaissance. Each succeeding age 
has added its own interpretation, naturally reflecting 
its own interest and its own kind of drama. According 
to critics in the sixteenth century, the purpose of 
tragedy, its emotional effect, was to harden the spec
tator to suffering by subjecting him to pity-and-fear- 
inducing scenes of misery and violence. Corneille held 
that tragedy forced the spectator to fear for himself 
when he observed a character's passions causing disaster, 
and that the resolution to rule one's own passions 
effected the purgation. Others, including John Milton,
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took the homeopathetic view that pity and fear on the 
4

^tage counteracted the disturbing elements of pity and 
fear in the spectator. For the critics of the En
lightenment, tragedy purified the observer by enabling 
him to exercise his sympathies. And so it went until 
Jacob Bernays, Wilhelm Stikel, and other psychologists 
arrived at a view that accords most easily with psy
chology and common sense— namely, that catharsis simply 
means the expulsion of disturbing drives and conflicts.14

The clearest and most productive discussion of 
catharsis derives from John Gassner in his "Catharsis
and the Modern Theater." As he observes,

Without adhering to any specific school of 
psychopathology, it is safe to say that if 
Aristotelian catharsis is a valid definition 
of tragic effect (and I believe it is), it 
means one thing above all: in the tragic 
experience we temporarily expel troublesome 
inner complication.1^
In our discussion of this concept, we must note

that Aristotle did not say that tragedy purged from the 
spectator pity "or" fear, but pity "and" fear. The 
choice of conjunction is of prime importance to our 
work. Pity and fear, for Aristotle, were strictly

14Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art 
(Commentary), pp. ¿41-245.

-'•Sjohn Gassner, "Catharsis and the Modern Thea
ter," in Aristotle's Poetics and English Literature, ed. 
Elder Olden (Chicago, 1965), p. 109.
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correlated feelings. Pity is the feeling that the 
suffering experienced by someone, although in part 
deserved, is too harsh a punishment. Pity, however, 
turns into fear when the object is so nearly related 
to us that the suffering seems to be our own. We pity 
others where under like circumstances we would fear 
for ourselves.

According to Butcher, fear and pity are es
sential aspects of the emotional experience of tragedy: 
they balance one another, whereas if a tragedy were to 
emphasize only fear, mere terror would result.1  ̂ The 
tragedies produced in Dryden's time were almost devoid 
of fear as an emotional response. This is one of the 
reasons why so many of the dramas bordered, at times, 
on extreme pathos, even sentimentalism.

In tragedy, the concept of purgation or cathar
sis is central to its form. It is our contention that 
the emotional experience of tragedy involves a process, 
not of making men better, more sympathetic, but of ex
hausting those emotions like pity, fear, or grief that 
contribute to our personal distress.

In our brief discussion of traditional tragedy, 
three aspects of tragedy have been singled out as

^ Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art 
(Commentary), p. 265.
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requisite for the production of true high tragedy.
First, we have noted that all true tragedy exhibits 
a certain definable attitude. And this belief is that 
man cannot hope to understand the mysterious ways of 
the universe. The attitude is rational, not ration
alized. All dramatists, up to a point, attempt to 
explain evil and mystery in the world, but the tragedy 
produced by the Greeks and Shakespeare never attempts 
to present exclusive ways in which all evil, all mystery, 
can be understood and avoided.

Second, traditional tragedy always had as the 
center of its work a significant and morally relevant 
tragic action, conflict. The problem which concerned 
the dramatist involved the great, not the every-day or 
domestic, cares of mankind.

Finally, since tragedy has as its immediate 
goal to produce in the spectator an emotional state 
of being, all truly great tragedy emphasizes the dual 
role of the emotions of pity "and” fear.

With these points in mind, we will proceed in 
our discussion of the theory and practice of John 
Dryden in the field of tragedy.

4
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* CHAPTER II
THE AGE OF DRYDEN

That the intellectual, religious, and political 
milieu of an age plays a part in determining the di
rection of the literature of an age is an assumption 
which requires little proof. By examining the age, 
the environment which contributed to the production 
of a certain piece of literature, we can often come 
to a clearer understanding of the work itself.

In our discussion, therefore, it is important 
for the reader to understand that Dryden's age did play 
an important role in determining the type of tragedy 
and tragic theory he produced. Moreover, as we shall 
attempt to show in the progress of our work, the trag
edies written by Dryden were not tragedies in the tra
ditional sense of the concept. In fact, they cannot 
really be called tragedies at all. The reason for this, 
as we shall see, was not, as some have inferred, because 
of an inadequacy within the poet, but because of an in
adequacy within the age itself, an age which was totally 
unable, intellectually and emotionally, to react to a 
traditional kind of tragedy.

Concerning the intellectual climate, the seven
teenth century, especially from the time of Dryden's 
birth in 1631 to his death in 1700, was a time of
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tremendous change in all aspects of life. The age 
found itself bounded on all sides by learning and 
beliefs designed for a world that had long passed 
away. In science, theology, philosophy, politics, 
and the arts, what had been accepted in the past was 
rejected for that which was new and modern.

To properly understand the intellectual milieu 
of the seventeenth century, we must understand how 
Dryden's age was related to the preceding and succeed
ing generations.

The Renaissance was a period characterized by 
prodigious activity in all facets of learning. Pro
viding a framework for the activity was a continuity 
of religious faith, a continuity which had remained 
intact for centuries. The world-picture during this 
period was God-oriented. The break came in this 
ordered view of life with the Protestant Reformation 
of the sixteenth century.

The seventeenth century, the age in which 
Dryden worked, inherited the problems encountered 
after this interruption in Christian tradition.
Man's understanding of himself, his world, and his God 
underwent such a change that the major effort of many 
of the intellectual leaders of the period was directed 
toward an attempt to reestablish some type of order.
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This break from a set tradition was the prime cause of 
the seventeenth century quest for order, security, and 
authority.

While the leaders of the century like Descartes,
Hobbes, and Dryden were attempting to bring order out
of disorder,the dramatic audience, especially after
1660, were attempting to find their own answers, to
find goals which had meaning for them. And these
answers usually took the form of following one's own
instincts and natural passions. As Allardyce Nicoll
states in Restoration Drama,

None of the wits or fops or courtiers of the 
audience were thinkers: hardly any of them had 
a faith beyond vague attachment to royalty: 
every one of them was eager for the day's 
pleasure, eager for love, and cynical laughter 
and the enjoyment of the senses.17
As the reader will see in our discussion of

Dryden's tragedy, there were, in this age, cross-currents
of two different modes of thought: the popular interests
of the dramatic audience and the serious interests of
philosophers, theologians, and dramatists to form some
type of order in this age.

If the seventeenth century was a time for
groping, experimentation, and exploration, the eighteenth

17Allardyce Nicoll, Restoration Tragedy 
(Cambridge, 1923) p. 19.



century benefited from the fruit of the labor of the 
earlier age. The frustrations encountered by the 
seventeenth century were transformed into a self- 
satisfied attitude, a smugness, in the eighteenth 
century. This was an age that believed that it 
possessed all the answers.

The first section of this chapter will be an 
attempt to characterize the intellectual current of the 
age in which Dryden wrote his tragic theory and tragedies.

Above all, the seventeenth century was an age of 
monumental progress in scientific thought. The religious 
and philosophical problems of the period were primarily 
involved with the questions of the "new science." The 
answers given by science were carried over to answers 
in the religion and philosophy of the age.

The individualism sparked by the Renaissance 
had bred in the men of the seventeenth century a desire 
to strike out on their own, to find new answers as to 
what should and should not be believed. The truths 
supplied by the traditional schools in philosophy, 
religion, and science were, for this age, inadequate.
In the past, the schools had taught that practical 
science was not the proper study for man. Science 
was a study of the things of the world; and since the 
proper study of man was God, man should make sure that

26
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he never deviated from his purpose by unworthy pursuits.
By the time the seventeenth century arrived, 

men had had enough of this type of reasoning. Not only 
did they begin to question traditional scientific ex
planations, but they also rejected age-old teachings in 
philosophy and religion. To be rid of fear— fear of 
the unknown— to be released from the necessity of re
verencing what was not understood, these were among 
the most urgent demands of the "modern" seventeenth 
century man; and it was because it satisfied these 
demands that scientific explanation was received as a 
revelation of truth.

For the intellectual leaders of the age, as 
Basil Willey states,

More was demanded than mere release from tra
ditional hauntings. Men demanded also to feel 
at home in the brave new world which Columbus 
and Copernicus had opened up to them, and to 
recognize it as 'controlled, sustained, and 
agitated,' by the laws in some way akin to 
human reason. To be no longer at the mercy 
of nature, no longer to be encompassed by the 
arbitrary mystery— these benefits were to be 
accompanied by the great new gift of power, 
power to control natural forces and to turn 
them, in Bacon's phrases, to the 'occasions 
and uses of life,' and the 'relief of man's 
estate.' All this the new thought promised 
and indeed performed.1®
At the outset of the revolution in science, men 18

18Basil Willey, The Seventeenth Century Background 
(New York, 1934), p. 15.



like Galileo and Bacon saw the problem clearly. The 
situation was such that, whereas the central, metaphy
sical affirmations of the schoolmen might be true, many 
of the deductions in the region of "things" were false. 
And it was precisely in the region of "things" that the 
new age wanted solely and continually to live. There 
was a likelihood that,however clearly pioneers like 
Bacon and Galileo might see that the experimental science 
was not a metaphysic, their followers might forget it.
And this is what happened in Dryden's age. Tradition 
was on the side of scholasticism. Their answers in 
philosophy and religion required faith in those things 
which could not be understood. But the new science had 
come up with answers to problems thought unanswerable 
by traditional teaching. The intellectual leaders of 
the century had to choose between what was thought to 
be old and unintelligible and what was modern and 
rational. And, above all, Dryden's intellectual con
temporaries wanted to think of themselves as modern. 
Hence, as Willey notes,

Men have never found it easy to live in 
divided and distinguished worlds; they will 
have the one, or the other, exclusively, but 
not both at once. What was sound in the 
medieval tradition tended more and more to 
be rejected along with the quackery.1^
As the age grew older, more and more men came 

19Ibid., pp. 34-35.
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to the conclusion that the reason that man had been con
fused in the area of philosophy, religion, and science 
was that he relied more on his imagination and his 
faculty for abstract thinking than his reason and good 
sense. Bacon, one of the strongest voices in the new 
scientific movement, observed, "The understanding, left 
to itself, ought always to be suspected....Logic....by 
no means reaches the subtilty of nature."20 Expressions 
such as this were becoming more common as the age pro
gressed. Bacon further explains that type of learning 
which he and the leaders of the seventeenth century 
intellectual movement suspected:

Degenerate learning did chiefly reign among 
our schoolmen: who having sharp and strong 
wits, an abundance of leisure, and small 
variety of reading, but their wits being shut 
up in the cells of a few authors (chiefly 
Aristotle their dictator) as their persons 
were shut up in cells of monasteries and col
leges, and knowing little history either of 
nature or time, did out of no great quantity 
of matter and infinite agitation of wit spin 
out unto us those laborious webs of learning 
which are extant in their books. For the wit 
of man, if it work upon matter, which is the 
contemplation of the creatures of God, worketh 
according to the stuff and is limited thereby; 
but if it work upon itself as the spider worketh 
his web, there it is endless, and brings forth 
indeed cobwebs of learning, admirable for the 
fineness of thread and work, but of no sub
stance or profit.21

20Sir Francis Bacon, "The Advancement of Learn
ing," in The Works of Sir Francis Bacon, ed. Viscount 
St. Albans (London, 1853) , 1̂  31-32.

21Ibid.
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Truly Bacon and his followers had much to criti
cize in the old learning. Yet it was not the living core 
of medieval thought— its witness to other than empirical 
realities— that Bacon wished to avoid. There was so 
much else to criticize in medieval thought— so much 
pseudo-science, magic, alchemy, astrology, and the 
like— that Bacon and his age cannot be blamed for 
feeling that their task was simply the separation of 
truth from error, fact from fable, reality from fiction.

As the age progressed, and as science and its 
methods began to be fully understood, the religious 
and philosophical beliefs of the past began to be sus
pect. Some of the primary tenets in traditional re
ligion and philosophy rested on a faith in those things 
which man could not understand. Science and its methods 
contributed greatly in molding the "new" religion and 
philosophy. As the intellectual leaders grew in the 
optimism that things could be explained rationally, 
science and its methods became the sole truth, rele
gating to an inferior position the faith and the 
metaphysical learning of the past. The seventeenth 
century was becoming an age in which "faith" meant 
faith in that which could be understood with scientific 
certainty.^2

^Louis Bredvold, The Intellectual Milieu of 
John Dryden (Ann Arbor, 1934) , p"I 69.
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As we stated in the first chapter of our work,22 
tragedy, in order to produce the effect proper to its 
genre, must be viewed by an audience that has religious 
faith. Yet Dryden's dramatic audience lived in an age 
of little faith. What they did believe was that man 
could only put his faith in that which rationally con
formed to the laws of nature and mathematics; what was 
"truth" for St. Thomas and the scholastic philosophers 
and theologians was certainly not "truth" for Dryden's 
age. Religious and philosophical belief for St. Thomas 
was based upon a faith that there was a God, although 
His existence and the way He controlled the universe 
were quite incomprehensible.

On the other hand, the foundation of the "popular" 
religion in seventeenth century was based not on a blind 
belief in the unknowable, but on a rational evaluation 
of the observable, the natural. Hence religion was 
ultimately reduced to the tribunal of individual reason.

No philosopher in the seventeenth century had a 
greater effect upon the age than did Descartes. It was 
his insistence that man should beware of abstract 
reasoning that directed the "popular" religions of the

22See Supra, p. 4.
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time to move away from speculations about God and the 
unknowable to rational discussions of the observable 
world.

In religion and philosophy, the seventeenth 
century could be termed ’’practical" or "utilitarian."
The "popular" religion of the time, the religion of 
Dryden's dramatic audience, was a system which turned 
its eyes from heaven to earth. The writings of Thomas 
Hobbes exerted a great influence on this "practical" 
religion. Although many of his views were disputed 
among hard-core Protestants, his insistence upon a 
strong ethical system in society became a very important 
religious doctrine for Dryden's dramatic audience. What 
one believed was a matter of individual conscience. But 
in order for man to perfect his reason— the faculty by 
which he would be able to know truth, to know what 
should or should not be believed— his passions had to 
be controlled by a strong ethical system.24

The religious commentators of the past spent 
most of their effort discussing salvation, heaven, 
limbo, and the like, but for the rational theologians 
of the seventeenth century, religion had to move its 
emphasis from abstract speculation to concrete matters.

24Bredvold, p. 101
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Willey, explaining the basic assumption of the "popular"
religion of Dryden's age, states,

The righteous are to become, in this life, 
partakers of the divine nature. Salvation is 
indeed the purpose of the Gospel, but salvation 
is to be concerned less as an ultimate desti
nation of the soul beyond the horizon of this 
life than as a present approximation toward 
moral purification. To be 'saved* is to be 
'good.' This teaching may be said to represent 
the application within the spiritual sphere of 
Bacon's scientific method. The purpose of 
science is to know the real world and master 
it, but for centuries men have wasted their 
powers in vain speculations. The purpose of 
religion in this century is to produce men of 
godlike temper and lives ('real effects'), but 
for centuries men have been wrangling over 
creeds and forms, and never so hotly as since 
the Reformation. The aim of seventeenth century 
'popular' religion was to 'call men off from 
dogmas and barren speculations,' and to urge 
them to fix upon the 'Real;' that is, to devote 
themselves in a spirit of chastened 'reason
ableness,' to the pursuit of sweetness and 
light

Religion, in this time, became a system of conduct more 
than anything else. Man's destiny depended upon a moral 
code. The idea of fate or fortune, for Dryden's age, 
was utterly incomprehensible. Man's destiny could be 
worked out in a reasonable way, depending upon how well 
man adhered to the moral system. The important question 
for us to answer is: how could a tragedy be written in 
an age which lived by such ideas?

One of the most important aspects of our work is 25

25Willey, p. 143.
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certainly not to show that moral good and success in 
life were co-related. But this was the very way in 
which Dryden and his intellectual contemporaries con
sidered morality. Since God loves and rewards the 
virtuous and hates and punishes the wicked, a happy, 
ordered, and successful life can only be accomplished 
through a strict observance of a code of morality based 
upon right reason.

In his theory and practice as dramatist, Dryden 
believed that the end of tragedy was didactic in the 
above sense of the concept. Order, as he saw it, can 
only become a reality when man learns to live a life 
of virtue. The whole of his dramatic career was taken 
up in demonstrating this belief.

We do not believe in the validity of this con
cept. That tragedy teaches us something is probably 
true. But that tragedy is a school where we can learn 
how to live successfully we do not hold to be true. 
Tragedy explains. But tragedy, we are convinced, by 
the very nature of its genre as demonstrated by the 
Greeks and Shakespeare, is not and should not be con
cerned with how we are to be a success in life. And 
this is how Dryden and his contemporaries conceived 
tragedy.

As we stated in the initial remarks of this
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chapter, our discussion would be an attempt to charac
terize not only the intellectual temper of the age, but 
also a description of the type of audience which fre
quented the Restoration theaters. The two groups were 
certainly different in values and standards.

The dramatic audience, if they were not interested 
in science, philosophy, or religion, were greatly in
volved in the politics of the age.

The court of Charles II greatly influenced the 
drama of the period. Life during Puritan rule had been 
quite difficult for most Englishmen. Theater-going and 
other amusements were strictly forbidden. But when the 
barriers were lifted in 1660, the new-found freedom in 
the theater produced a serious or tragic drama which was 
quite different from what had gone before.

The first reason why tragedy was quite different 
was that there had been a break in dramatic tradition 
for eighteen years. The drama that was produced during 
the Commonwealth period was either secretly printed or 
highly religious closet drama like Milton's Samson 
Aqonistes.

It is important to stress the point that tragedy, 
like any literary genre, must be a product of a continual 
tradition. When the Restoration dramatists took up the 
task of writing serious drama again, they faced a
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difficult problem. They either had to take up where 
older English dramatists left off or they had to write 
"modern" drama using "modern" techniques. And one thing 
we know about Dryden's age was that they wanted to think 
of themselves as quite modern. Hence, they chose to 
imitate the modern French drama.

Many commentaries on the English heroic tragedy 
substantiate the view that the form of this type of drama 
came from France.27 Since the Stuart court had been 
living in exile in France, a taste for French drama was 
cultivated abroad, and that acquired taste made the in
troduction of heroic drama easily acceptable to the 
English dramatic audience.

Corneille, the great French dramatist and critic, 
had developed a type of drama which the English readily 
adopted and adapted to their own needs. Although 
Corneille's specific influence on English drama is not 
really the question here, that English dramatists 
attempted to imitate this type of French drama is of 
supreme importance. Without a current tragic tradition 
upon which to rely for imitation and direction, English 
dramatists turned to their neighbors for a form of serious 
drama which would satisfy the tastes of their own age.

27See Lewis N. Chase, The English Heroic Play 
(New York, 1965), pp.22-24 for the general interpretation of the French influence.
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The effect of this peculiar audience, as Allardyce
Nicoll observes, may be seen in many directions:

It caused the unutterable coarseness which dis
tinguished so much of Restoration workmanship, 
and which has made the works of this period 
neglected during the past Victorian Century.... 
Suffice it to be noted here that this immorality, 
this coarseness, call it what we will, extends 
from the very first years of the century to the 
very last: but that all through the forty years 
Cof the Restoration) there were men who endeav
oured in various ways to counter the tendency 
of the times by writing 'moral plays.'28
The audience who viewed Dryden's tragedies were

dominated by the Town-and-Court coterie. They were
royalist in politics and were on the road to becoming
"modern" in religion. Although some still adhered to
the traditional Anglican dogmas, many found the appeal
to individual reason as against institutional authority
immensely attractive. Dryden's audience came to the
theater to be entertained, not to be saddened or reformed.
If reform was present in the drama, as we view Dryden's
tragedies, it would certainly take the direction of reason
over emotionalism. As John H. Wilson states,

The bitter years of Puritan restriction had 
dulled the audience's taste for truly tragic 
drama. It wanted to see itself pictured on the 
stage as the finest product of modern civiliza
tion— brilliant, witty, cultured, and refined.
It was self-conscious and class-conscious. 2

2®Nicoll, p. 21.
29John H. Wilson, A Preface to Restoration Drama 

(Boston, 1965), p. 33.
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The audience's interests were worldly. It liked 

those things which the Puritans had placed off-limits. 
Comedy was its first choice in drama. For in comedy 
the audience could have fun with all the subjects that 
the Puritans had labeled as evil. The reader of Res
toration comedy quickly discovers that, on the whole, 
it tends to recommend lewdness and is usually cynical 
about chastity; that it laughs at folly, rewards some 
kinds of knavery, and admires practically everything 
the Puritans had thought unholy. The important point 
for the reader to keep in mind is that, for the writers 
of comedy, as well as tragedy, they knew their audiences, 
their standards and values.

This will be apparent when we study Dryden's 
tragic theory and practice. What we know about Dryden 
would indicate that he did not enjoy the values of his 
dramatic audience. In fact, his reason for aborting 
his theatrical career was because of the ignorance and 
lack of sensitivity in his audience. As he states in 
the prologue to Don Sebastian, “He, in a just despair, 
would quit the stage;/ And to an age less polished, 
more unskilled,/ Does disdain, the foremost honours 
yield." (11.18-21 )30

3®John Dryden, "Prologue to Don Sebastian," 
in The Works of John Dryden, ed. Sir Walter Scott, rev. 
and corr. by George Saintsbury (Edinburgh, 1882-92),
VIII, 210. Subsequent citations from Dryden's prologues 
and plays are from this edition and will hereafter be 
cited as Works. Act and scene references from the plays 
and line references from prologues will be included 
parenthetically within the text of our work.
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During his dramatic career, Dryden composed his 
drama in a way which would be pleasing to his audience.
We are by no means saying that Dryden prostituted his 
talents, lowered himself to the level of his pleasure- 
loving audience; our only contention is that Dryden, 
like other dramatists of the period, by making his 
tragedies conform generally to current tastes, felt 
that he would be better able to recommend that his 
audience should follow a reasonable and less licentious 
life.

The English heroic drama, usually termed "heroic 
tragedy," was popular for twenty-five years into the 
Restoration period. As we stated above, the dramatist's 
choice in employing this dramatic form was influenced, 
in part, by the tastes cultivated by the court of Charles 
II while in France. This "hybrid" tragedy, was certainly 
unlike the tragedy in Greek and Renaissance times. Heroic 
tragedy was a personal drama which would have had no 
meaning for Greek and Renaissance audiences.

Heroic tragedy must be examined in two different 
ways: first, the form of the drama itself and second, 
the dramatist's purpose in using this form.

Briefly, the form of this type of drama is quite 
easy to describe since it conforms to a strict formula. 
First, its most striking characteristic was that it was
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usually patterned after the epic model. As Dryden stated,
"the heroic play is an imitation, in little of an Heroick 

31Poem." The emphasis on the extravagance of the hero's 
actions and the general spectacle of the drama are 
directly taken from the epic model.

Secondly, the heroic tragedy was always written 
in rhyme— this was part of the spectacle. Thirdly, the 
tragic conflict was usually between love (passion) and 
honor (reason). Fourthly,the drama always ended happily, 
usually in the marriage between the hero and heroine.
As the reader can see, there was quite a difference 
between the tragedy written by the Greeks and Shake
speare and that produced during the first twenty-five 
years of the Restoration.

Not only was the theater in Dryden's time a 
place where the audience could see itself pictured in 
exaggerated terms, as heroic, the theater was the ve
hicle by which the dramatist could experiment with his 
own ideas. When in the hands of dramatists like John 
Dryden, Thomas Rymer, Thomas Otway, and Nathanial Lee, 
heroic tragedy offered representation of a world in 
which they believed the seventeenth century man should

John Dryden, "An Essay of Heroic Plays," in 
Of Dramatic Poesy and Other Essays, ed. George Watson 
(New York, 1962 ) , !FJ 15&— hereafter cited as Essays♦
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live— a rational, orderly, and moral place. Their 
tragedies were studies of men, developed in a manner 
pleasing to the audience, who solved their problems 
according to the principles of right reason and good
sense.
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CHAPTER III
TRAGIC THEORY IN THE RESTORATION
As we noted in our last chapter, for many of 

the intellectual leaders of the period, religion, 
philosophy, and even the drama had to be explained in 
rational terms. All aspects of life were brought under 
the scrutiny of reason. Even tragedy, which by nature 
is a picture of life not always easily explained, was, 
in the hands of dramatists like Dryden and Rymer, a 
literary type which had as its end the task of teaching 
men how to live according to a reasonable and moral 
code of conduct. We agree that tragedy teaches, but it 
instructs us indirectly in how to interpret misfortune, 
how to understand, in a limited way, the presence of 
evil in our world. It certainly does not teach the 
audience how to avoid misfortune, how to live a less 
unfortunate life. But this was how the rationalism of 
the leading intellectual figures of the age affected 
the tragedy produced in the Restoration theater.

One of the important characteristics of the 
tragic theory during the Restoration was the great 
quantity of material which dealt with the form and 
structure of the drama. The subject of rational 
order or decorum was certainly important for critics 
like Thomas Rymer in England and Rene Rapin in France.
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As Rapin states in his Reflections,

Besides all the Rules taken from Aristotle, 
there remains one mention'd by Horace, to which 
all other Rules must be subject, as to the most 
essential, which is decorum. Without which the 
other Rules of Poetry are false: It being the 
most solid foundation of that probability so 
essential to this Art. Because it is only by 
the decorum that this probability gains its 
effect; all becomes probable, where decorum 
is strictly preserv'd in all circumstances,33
Truly, the seventeenth century notion of what 

tragedy was or represented was characteristically linked 
to the idea of form or the more or less deliberate attempt 
by dramatists to make the audience believe that it was 
bodily present at the time and place of the action. The 
action which the dramatist attempted to imitate re
presented only that which was natural and reasonable, 
only what was regular, orderly, and harmonious. As John 
Dennis observed,

Nothing can please in a Play but Nature, no, not 
in a Play which was written against the Rules; 
and the more there is of Nature in any Play, the 
more the play must delight. Now the Rules are 
nothing but an Observation of Nature. For 
Nature is Rule and Order itself.'33

3^Rene Rapin, in Clarence C. Green, Neo-Classical 
Theory of Tragedy in England During the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, 1934;, pi 65.

33John Dennis, in Green, p. 14.



46

While Rapin and Dennis discussed "decorum" and 
the "natural," Thomas Rymer thought that the most im
portant work of the dramatist was to preserve "poetical 
decency" or poetic justice.34 In relation to tragedy, 
when Rymer talked about poetic justice he meant that 
the drama should, above all, reward good and punish 
evil. Rymer, we believe, simply stated on paper that 
which was commonly thought to be true among his in
tellectual contemporaries, that divine justice and 
worldly justice were the same. The tragedies written 
by Dryden and his fellow-tragedians were designed to 
conform to a world, a very rational and orderly world 
in which justice was always administered in mechanical 
regularity.

For this period in English literary history, 
it was commonly believed that by imitating the orderly 
ways of nature, true tragedy could be produced. Critical 
essays and prefaces to plays were filled with discussions 
concerning dramatic decorum. When and when not to use 
rhyme; how to achieve unity of time, place, and action; 
and what language should be spoken by the several char
acters in the play— these were the common points of 
critical controversy during Dryden's time.

34Thomas Rymer, "A Short View of Tragedy," in 
The Critical Works of Thomas Rymer, ed. Curt Zimansky 
(New Haven, 1956), pT 37.
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Hence, for the age, one of the important effects 
of tragedy was to delight the audience in the drama’s 
verisimilitude to real life; for men such as Dryden, 
a place characterized by its order and regularity. And 
it was the belief of Dryden and his contemporaries that 
if the drama were constructed on logical and reasonable 
lines, then the end of the tragedy would have a greater 
impact upon the audience.

In our discussion of dramatic form, we do realize 
that Aristotle also placed great importance upon the form 
of the drama. But his discussion of form and its impor
tance was directly related to an end quite different 
from the Restoration function of tragedy. For Aristotle 
and the commentators on traditional tragedy, proper 
dramatic structure was solely a means by which the proper 
end of tragedy was achieved— the purging of the emotions. 
For the tragic theorists of Dryden's age, dramatic 
structure was considered as a means by which their own 
interpretation of the end of tragedy could be accom
plished— the instruction of an audience in the principles 
of morality and reasonable conduct.

What we have stated concerning the end of tragedy 
as it was conceived in Dryden's time is not mere spec
ulation. Dryden lived during a period when there was
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universal consent as to the purpose or function of
tragedy. Speaking of the tragedy of his own age, Racine
explains how his age viewed the function of tragedy.
Noting the ancients, he states,

Their plays were a venerable school where virtue 
was of no less importance than with the philos
ophers. Hence it was that Aristotle laid down 
the rules of dramatic poetry, and Socrates, the 
wisest of the philosophers, did not distain to 
speak of the tragedies of Euripides. We should 
like our works to be as solid and full of useful instruction as were those of antiquity.

Tragedy, during the Restoration, was considered to be a
genre with a moral or ethical end.

Again, Jeremy Collier, one of the more important
later critics of the century makes the usual seventeenth
century observation when he writes,

The Business of Plays is to recommend Virtue, 
and discountenance Vice; To Show the Uncertainty 
of Humane Greatness, and sudden Turns of Fate, 
and Unhappy Conclusions of Violence and In
justice: ' Tis to expose the Singularities of 
Pride and Fancy, to make Folly and Falsehood 
contemptible, and to bring every Thing that is 
111 under Infamy, and Neglect.3®
Finally, Thomas Rymer, without a doubt one of

the most well-informed and respected critics of the
second half of the seventeenth century, informs us in

3 5 . *Rene Racine, "A Preface to Phedre," in European
Theories of the Drama, ed. C. B. Clark (New York, 1947),P ’.T 'T T .-----------------------------

Jeremy Collier, "A Short View of the English 
Stage," in The Restoration Stage, ed. John T. McCollum, 
Jr. (Cambridge, 1961), p. 20.
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his criticism of Shakespeare's Othello, as to what he 
believed to be the purpose of tragedy. Since Shake
speare had placed his characters in a world which 
operates upon principles which were unintelligible 
to human reason,

What can remain with the audience to carry 
home with them from this sort of poetry, for 
their use and edification? How can it work, 
unless...to delude our senses, disorder our 
thoughts, addle our brain, pervert our 
affections, hair our imaginations, corrupt 
our appetite, and fill our head with vanity, 
confusion, tintamarre, and jingle-jangle?3'

Rymer criticized Shakespeare for not viewing the world 
as he and his fellow-intellectuals saw it (or would like 
to see it), full of logic, order, and harmony. Certain
ly, tragedy cannot be based upon such a view. If any
thing , it was a world-picture full of fantasy; it was 
a false and artificial view of life and the world.

So far in our work we have discussed the way in 
which Dryden's age viewed the end of tragedy. It yet 
remains our task to examine the two ways in which the 
early and later dramatists and theorists attempted to 
achieve this end.

As we noted in our brief discussion of heroic 
tragedy in Chapter Two, the dramatists of the period 
were confronted by two difficult problems. The dramatic

37Rymer, p. 39
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audience of the period had been under the thumb of the 
Puritans for eighteen years. After such a period of 
restriction, the audience wanted a drama which was not 
censored. Obviously, their preference in drama was 
comedy. Yet even tragedy had to appeal to the audience's 
present desires. To write a tragedy for an audience 
who wanted to picture itself as heroic, lusty, and 
spectacular was a difficult task for serious dramatists 
who valued the nobility of the genre. To put the matter 
clearly, the dramatists, at the outset of the Restor
ation, believing that reasonable and moral conduct was 
a necessity, were confronted by an audience whose basic 
desires reflected an opposite belief.

The second problem was that English tragedy had 
been without a source of continuity for eighteen years. 
The dramatists were without a modern tradition upon 
which to build, a tradition that must be carried on 
year by year, week by week, even day by day.

Both problems were solved with the introduction 
of the heroic play, a literary type made popular by 
Corneille in France. English dramatic literature was 
given a form upon which it could build a new tradition. 
The dramatists were also given a type of drama which, 
through their own ingenuity, allowed them to please 
their own particular audience; and second, through the
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pleasure afforded, promote their own theories of morality 
and right reason.

Quite in the tradition of Shakespeare and the 
Greeks, the tragic theorists of Dryden's age believed 
(rightly, we think) that tragedy performed its function 
through the emotions. But unlike traditional theory, 
the emotions were only considered as means, not as an 
end in themselves. For the dramatist, emotion was raised 
in the spectator in order to correct the moral conduct 
of the viewer.

Dryden lived in a period in which two different
theories of the emotional effect of tragedy were commonly
accepted— one succeeding the other: the theory of the
emotional effect of heroic tragedy (used up to 1675)
and the theory of the emotional effect of sentimental
tragedy (used after 1675).

Eric Rothstein in his detailed analysis of
English tragic theory during the Restoration states
that in the early days of the Restoration, the time
of the heroic tragedy, the "fabulist” theory was most
often used. As he explains,

It originates in the implied disjunction of 
Horace's utile and dulce (or prodesse and 
delectare) and takes the form of separating 
literary works into a moral fable on the one 
hand and sweet embellishments on the other.38

3®Eric Rothstein, "English Tragic Theory in 
the Late Seventeenth Century," ELH, XXIX (1962), 307.
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The embellishments function merely as persuasives, en
ticing the reader or spectator through the disguised 
precepts of virtue so that he may not only learn them 
but keep pleasant recollections of having done so.

Without becoming too involved in a detailed 
discussion of heroic tragedy, we can describe the pur
pose of the emotions to be raised in the spectator in 
the following way: The hero in most heroic drama was 
usually characterized as witty and lusty, a libertine 
on a grand scale. Obviously, a character such as this 
would quickly demand the attention of the Restoration 
court-audience. The hero was usually embroiled in a 
conflict with himself between the desires of his passions 
and his reason. All forms of misfortune visited the 
hero when he attempted to follow his passions. Many 
critics^ who label Restoration tragedy as unreasonably 
lewd and obscene fail to realize that this type of action 
was merely the first stage in the development of the 
ideal hero. The second was characterized by the hero's 
choice to follow reason. Love (passion) and honor 
(reason) were in conflict until reason controlled passion. 
As Selma Zebouni observes,

■^See Selma Zebouni, Dryden; A Study in Heroic Characterization (Baton Rouge, 1%5), pp. 22-25 for the various misinterpretations of the presence of the obscene in Restoration tragedy.
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It is true that each heroic play ends with love 
triumphant; but it also ends with honor trium
phant; as a matter of fact, love triumphs be
cause honor triumphs. Love incorrectly con
ceived is passion. Love is in reality passion controlled by reason.40
The emotional effect for this type of tragedy 

was admiration. Or as Thomas Hobbes stated, "the work 
of the heroic play is to raise admiration, principally 
for three virtues, valour [which we can interpret to 
mean reason], beauty, and love."41

It was the purpose of the heroic play to raise 
the spectator's admiration for a character who chose 
love in an honorable way; and if the admiration were 
of sufficient force, the audience would try to pattern 
their own lives after that of the hero. As Rothstein 
notes, "Art, qua art, is to act as rhetoric."42 in this 
theory, the emotions take second place to the instruction 
being offered to the audience. Pleasure as an emotional 
experience was of secondary importance in this theory 
of tragedy. The triumph of reason over passion and the 
workings of Providence (poetic justice) were the ways in 
which the tragedy was instructive.

40Ibid., p. 24.

41Thomas Hobbes, in Bonamy Dobree, Restoration Tragedy (Oxford, 1929), p. 13.
42Rothstein, p. 307.
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Among Dry-den's contemporaries, Thomas Rymer was 
the most sympathetic to the "fabulist” theory. As 
Rothstein notes,

Rymer's conception of the decorum of plot is 
social rather than aesthetic; that is, he con
cerns himself with plot as ideal didactic 
pattern. For example, his objection to a 
man's being killed by a woman in a play, al
though he alleges 'poetical decency' as the 
basis of it, arises not from the rules of 
tragic genre, but from a literal application 
of the plot to real life at every point, in 
this case, to life as considered as ideal 
social structure.43
In Rymer's Short View of Tragedy, he analyzes 

what he significantly calls the "fable” of each play, 
expounding it in terms of a presupposed moral lesson. 
For the working of that lesson through the fable,
Rymer coined a term, as we noted above, "poetical 
justice." His own heroic play Edgar (1678) ratifies 
in practice the particular rewards and punishments 
upon which his principles insist; and his suggested 
rewriting of other people's plays (including Shake
speare's) further demonstrates the specific appli
cation of his strict fabulist doctrines. For instance, 
he suggested that Othello might better have ended with 
Desdemona alive, for as the play is, it falsifies the 
moral structure of Providence and the teachings of 
morality. As Rymer observes,

43Ibid., p. 308
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...we Cmay3 ask her what unnatural crime 
Desdemona or her Parents had committed, to 
bring this Judgment down upon her; to Wed a 
Black-amoor, and innocent to be thus cruelly 
murder'd by him. What instruction can we 
make out of this Catastrophe? Or whither 
must our reflection lead us? Is not this 
to envenom and sour our spirits, to make us 
repine and grumble at Providence; and the 
government of the World? If this be the 
end, what boots it to be Virtuous. 4
Tragedy, for Rymer, as it was for Dryden, was

a literary type founded upon a belief that through
reason, all mystery and evil in the world would vanish
Misfortune only came to those who have not lived in
accord with principles of morality, based upon reason
and good sense.

When we study the tragedy of the first period 
(1660-1675), catharsis,or the emotional effect of 
tragedy,is rarely discussed by Dryden and his fellow 
critics. The theorists did not misinterpret the mean
ing of the emotions traditionally involved in tragedy 
(pity and fear); they simply did not require these 
specific emotions to carry off their generic inter
pretation of tragedy. In his Tragedies of the Last 
Age Considered, Rymer devoted most of his work to a 
consideration of the delights of observing the 
regularity and ordered beauty of God's dispensation:

44 Rymer, p. 39
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...something must stick by observing that con
stant order and beauty of Providence, that 
necessary relation and chain, whereby the 
causes and the effects, the virtues and re
wards, the vices and their punishments are 
proportioned and link'd together.4 5
One of the reasons why the tragedy of the time

did not possess the mystery or power of Greek and
Shakespearean tragedy was that English Restoration
dramatists made their tragedies conform to a world
of logic and order, cause and effect. The world of
the heroic tragedy was a false view of life and the
world. The Greeks and Shakespeare represented the
world the way it was, full of "woe and wonder," full
of unexplained death and misery. When we take a
close look at the work of Dryden and his fellow
tragedians, we can see that their choice in drama
represented a world in which they would have liked
to live. In religion they desired to believe only
that which was understandable and self-evident, not
what was mysterious and confusing to the intellect.
Their tragedy, too, represented the "rationalized"
type of life they not only desired for themselves,
but for an age which needed this type of outlook on
life.

Clifford Leech makes the extremely important 45

45Ibid., p. 130.
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observation when he states,
They [Restoration dramatists and critic^] 
had to be sure of their purposes, they had 
to try to make an accord between their serious 
plays and their avowed beliefs. When not 
being serious, they could be salacious and 
blasphemous, but they could not write a play 
which contained a serious challenge to 
orthodox morality or religion.46

Leech further notes that in true tragedy, the tragic
effect, however, seems to depend on

an anthropocentric view of things, which shows 
man struggling without avail against the decrees 
of Fate and arousing in us a sense of pride 
that man can do so well when he has been caught 
in life's trap. The tragic attitude depends 
indeed upon the contradiction that man is a 
puppet and yet can be admirable. It is not a 
rational attitude, therefore, and is incon
sistent with orthodox belief. The dramatists 
of the Restoration period wanted to be rational 
and within a serious dramatic action, to be 
consistent.
To this point in our work we have examined the 

first tragic theory that came out of the Restoration 
period, the "fabulist" or moral theory of tragedy. As 
we have attempted to explain, for the first few years 
of the period, dramatists attempted to make their 
tragedies ideal patterns for ethical and rational life, 
a dramatic function which neither Greek tragedians nor 
Shakespeare believed to be important.

46Clifford Leech, "Restoration Tragedy: A Re
consideration," Durham University Journal, XI (1950), 109,

47Ibid.
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The second decade of the Restoration marked the 
turning point for tragic theory and tragic drama, a 
change of direction which affected the serious drama 
for the following one hundred years.

Although the tragedy produced after 1675 greatly 
differed from heroic tragedy, the basic premise that 
the function of tragedy was didactic did not change. ^  
Probably one of the most important concepts in our work 
is that the different types of tragedy written during 
the Restoration (heroic and sentimental types) were 
simply attempts by succeeding generations to vary the 
means by which to accomplish their predetermined ethical 
and rational ends. Hence, for the period we have ex
amined (1660-1675), heroic tragedy was the chosen ve
hicle by which the audience was to receive its moral 
instruction. Through the fable, the mode of action 
chosen by the hero, not the emotion produced in the 
spectator, the audience, whose actions and desires in 
reality were certainly not admirable and moral, were 
persuaded to live a life of reason and bon sens.

In the new tragedy produced after 1675, plot 
was still considered important for theorists as a 
method for conveying ethical patterns for imitation, 
but even more important, the plot and characters of 
the drama were developed so as to produce a desired
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emotional response in the audience. The entire concept 
as to how the audience could be taught or improved had 
changed.

The emphasis in the new theory of tragedy was 
more on the power of the emotions in producing the 
desired end rather than the more direct approach of 
the edification of the audience seen in heroic drama.

It was generally thought that if an audience 
could be affected by the pitiful scenes on the stage, 
it could be induced to lead better lives after return
ing to their homes. Pitiful scenes would help to per
suade the sometimes sinning spectator to become more 
considerate and thoughtful of his neighbor.

In our investigation we have found three rea
sons for the great change in tragic theory and practice 
in the second half of the Restoration period. The most 
obvious cause was for purely social reasons. As the 
years passed after 1660, tastes in drama changed.
Heroic tragedy lost favor with the English audience.
The drama had been reduced to a formula— heroic heroes, 
heroic language, heroic dress, and heroic ideals.

The drama the audience wanted was a drama that 
reflected life more accurately, a drama with which it 
could identify, a drama which reflected the personal 
problems of the individual rather than the idealistic



issues confronting the heroic hero. It is this writer's 
own belief that what the age actually wanted was a tragic 
drama similar to the domestic comedy popular at the time. 
The age, as we noted above, certainly considered comedy 
more interesting and pleasurable than tragedy. As a 
result, in the "new" tragedy the themes themselves took 
on a more domestic nature. In the age of heroic tragedy, 
love and honor were principal tragic conflicts. Honor 
never failed to win out over the more realistic, per
sonal, and passionate love conflict. On the other hand, 
Dryden clearly expressed the new direction that serious 
drama would take in the title of his most famous drama, 
All For Love. Although some of the tragedies written 
after 1675 still employed characters of high birth, the 
tragic conflicts became more domestic in nature.

As we will show when we examine Dryden's All For 
Love, pity and the capacity for tears had begun to super
cede admiration and glory as the credentials of tragedy. 
The focal scenes of the new drama occasioned a display 
of these sentiments rather than those which demonstrated 
grandeur, evoked admiration, and promoted emulation.

The second reason for the change in tragic theory 
and practice during the Restoration was the direct in
fluence of criticism and translation. Literary criticism 
from the death of Ben Jonson to the first publication of

60
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Dry-den's Essay of Dramatic Poesy was reduced to either 
the pious censures of dissenting clergymen or the rather 
general and ineffectual ramblings of the courtiers. 
Dryden, as Samuel Johnson observed, was one of the first 

^ English men of letters to consider criticism as a system 
of principles upon which men could validly evaluate 
literature.4®

During the heroic period the only means by which 
dramatic presentations could be evaluated was by a re
ference to Shakespeare, the Greeks, or the French. 
Imitation and common sense were the only tools employed

\

by critic and dramatist.
It was during the second half of the Restoration 

when men attempted to evaluate the dramatic works pro
duced in reference to a system of criticism or judgment. 
And the system employed was specifically that of 
Aristotle.

For most of the seventeenth century, at least up 
to 1675, Aristotle's Poetics was not a popular book.

4®Samuel Johnson, Lives of the English Poets, 
ed. Arthur Waugh (Oxford, 1955) , 1 , 287.

4^For a detailed account concerning how this 
was accomplished, see Chapter II, "The Seventeenth 
Century,” in Marvin T. Herrick, The Poetics of Aristotle 
in England (New Haven, 1930), pp. 35-79.
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The Short Title Catalog lists only one translation before 
1672— Goulston's Latin in 1623. Two French trans
lations (1672, 1692} appear in the catalogs of the 
Bibliothèque Nationale.^  There was no English trans
lation until 1705. Such facts do not prove that no one 
read the Poetics, but it does indicate a lack of interest.

According to Eric Rothstein, Englishmen did not 
become overly interested in Aristotle's theory of trag
edy until Thomas Rymer translated Rapin's commentary

52on the Poetics in 1674. As Herrick has observed, it 
was Rymer's reputation that led Englishmen to Aristotle's 
observations concerning tragedy. It was Rymer, and Rymer 
alone, who was responsible for bringing Aristotle and 
his tragic theory to England in the seventeenth century. 
And it is our opinion that this event is the key to a 
proper understanding of the new movement in tragic theory 
and practice after 1675. Yet it is not Rymer who inter
ests us here. It is Rapin's peculiar interpretation of 
the purpose of the emotions in tragedy that has a direct 
influence upon our work.

50A. W. Pollard and G. R. Redgrave, Short Title 
Catalog— 1475-1640 (London, 1946), p. 18.

~;1Rothstein, p. 312.
52ibid.
53Herrick, p. 51
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A comparison of Rapin's commentary on the central 
passage in the Poetics with that passage itself will in
dicate to the reader the direction tragic theory took 
after the "heroic" period in tragedy.

Aristotle had written:
Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action 
that is serious, complete, and of a certain 
magnitude; in language embellished with each 
type of artistic ornament, the several kinds 
being found in separate parts of the play; 
in the form of action, not narrative; through 
pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of the emotions.

As we have pointed out in our initial chapter, for 
Aristotle, the effect or end of tragedy was centered 
in the emotions; tragedy affects us in an emotional, 
not a moral, way.

On the other hand, Rapin translates and comments
on what he thought Aristotle meant:

¿Aristotle]alleges, that tragedy is a public 
lecture, without comparison more instructive 
than philosophy; because it teaches the mind 
by the sense, and rectifies the passions by 
the passions themselves, in calming by the 
emotions the troubles they excite in theheart.55
As we can see, the emotions are useful only 

insofar as they inform the mind. Rapin continues:

54»The Poetics," p. 23. 
55Rapin, in Green, p. 68
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The Philosopher had observ'd two important 
faults in man to be regulated, pride and 
hardness of heart, and he found for both 
Vices a cure in tragedy. For it makes man 
modest, by representing the great masters 
of the earth humbled; and it makes him tender 
and merciful, by shewing him in the Theater 
the strange accidents of life, and the unseen 
disgraces, to which the most important persons 
are subject. 6

Tragedy, Rapin goes on to explain, corrects excessive
passion by accustoming the audience to extraordinary
scenes of tribulation and appeals for compassion: thus
tragedy softens and hardens by forcing the sensibility
to evaluate and respond to the dramatic experience.
The generated emotion itself, not the fable or lesson,

S7is the moral agent.
Rapin's misrepresentation of Aristotle's 

theory of tragedy is obvious. He believed that 
Aristotle thought tragedy to be a vehicle for moral 
rehabilitation, aimed specifically at the vices of 
pride and selfishness.

It is true that many of the opinions of 
Aristotle were correctly translated. Rapin stated that 
tragedy was a dramatic type in which the emotions play 
a major role. In relation to the theory of tragedy 
found in the heroic period, this new approach was

56Ibid. 
57Ibid.
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certainly more mature, and certainly closer to the 
traditional concept of the importance of the emotions 
in tragic response.

But if we interpret this new direction correctly, 
what Rymer brought to England through Rapin’s commentary 
was simply another method or technique for the produc
tion of the predetermined, didactic end. And this makes 
all the difference in separating true high tragedy from 
bourgeois sentimental tragedy.

Discussing this same point, Rothstein states,
He Qtepin] has interpreted catharsis in line 
with Christian morality.... Behind his theory 
lies the idea of the moral act, still re
quiring, as it had for centuries of Platonic 
and Christian tradition, at least the consent 
of the will and the yielding of obduracy. Thus 
despite the affective principles he is advan
cing, Rapin appears equally close to the former 
[f abulistfj body of poetics that considers 
tragedy moral rhetoric....His dual position 
is characteristic of the French and English 
critics of the time.5^

S. H. Butcher, in his own commentary on the Poetics 
notes,

Tragedy, according to the definition, acts on 
the feelings, not on the will. It does not 
make men better , though it removes certain 
hindrances to virtue. The refining of passion 
under temporary and artful excitement is still 
far distant from moral improvement. Aristotle 
would probably admit that indirectly the drama

58Rothstein, p. 314
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has a moral influence in enabling the emotional 
system to throw off some perilous stuff, certain 
elements of feeling, which, if left to them
selves , might develop dangerous energy and 
impede the free play of those vital functions 
on which the exercise of virtue depends. But 
whatever may be the indirect effect of the 
repeated operation of the Katharsis, we may 
confidently say that Aristotle in his de
finition of tragedy is thinking, not of any 
such remote result, but the immediate end of 
the art, of the aesthetic function it fulfills. 9
Not only do we find social as well as literary 

reasons for this change in tragic theory during the 
Restoration, but tragic theory was reinforced by a 
third reason, the popular philosophical beliefs con
cerning the emotions.

It is the belief of Earl Wasserman that the new 
position of tragic theory and practice was largely in
spired by the psychology of Descartes and the moral 
philosophy of Hobbes. Both men, although differing 
greatly in major concepts, agreed in theory that the 
passions were extremely important in the explanation 
of tragic pleasure. The major difference lay in the 
way each man explained how emotion was pleasurable in 
the tragic experience.®0

^ Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art,p. 269.
®°Earl Wasserman, "The Pleasures of Tragedy,"

ELH, XIV (1947), 288.
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Hobbesian pleasure was founded upon the belief
that since man's basic desire was in his own self-
interest, he delighted in the reflection upon his own
safety after witnessing the awful incidents upon the
stage. Pity and terror are only the means through
which the pleasure comes.^

The classic passage which illustrates this
belief is that from Lucretius:

It is sweet, when on the great sea the winds 
trouble its waters, to behold from land another's 
deep distress: not that it is a pleasure and de
light that any should be afflicted, but because 
it is sweet to see from what evils you are your
self exempt. It is sweet also to look upon the 
mighty struggles of war arrayed along the plains 
without sharing yourself in danger.
In the early eighteenth century, the great spokes

man of the "safety” theory was Joseph Addison. In the 
following passage, Wasserman quotes Spectator, No. 418, 
and comments on its author's general position:

'The two leading Passions which the more serious 
Parts of Poetry endeavour to stir up in us...are 
Terror and Pity....But how comes it to pass, 
that we should take delight in being terrified 
or dejected by a Description, when we find so 
much Uneasiness in the Fear or Grief which we 
receive from any other Occasion?' The answer 
is that, although the play delights through 
artistry and the provocation of the passions, 
the direct impact of the tragedy itself is not

^1Ibid., p. 293. 
62Lucretius, in Wasserman, p. 293
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pleasure, but sorrow and pain. It is only 
when we supplement the emotional response with 
a rational comparison of the tragic events with 
our own circumstance, that pleasure arises; for 
then the recognition of our own comparative 
safety satisfies our self-love.... Therefore, 
the greater the misery of the tragic characters, 
the greater our pleasure.®3

Much like the former theory of tragic pleasure held
during the heroic period, this belief was founded upon
the idea that a conscious evaluation of the tragic
response had to be made. And similar to the former
position, the emotions were useful only in so far as
they contributed to a rational end.

Although the "safety" theory was not in the
mainstream of tragic theory during the age, we can at
least see the direction tragic theory was inaugurating.

Yet if we were to select one philosopher who
helped to direct the flow of tragic theory in the
Restoration, we would have to choose Rene Descartes. ^
Without attempting a lengthy consideration of Descartes'
philosophy, we can state that his philosophical position
rested solely upon the idea of motion. That which was
real participated in matter and motion. That which was
pleasurable (such as tragic pleasure) was that which
was in motion, agitating. Pleasure comes from the

^Joseph Addison, "Spectator No. 418," in The 
Spectator, ed. Donald Bond (Oxford, 1965), III, 567-68.
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agitation of the passions. Since pity and fear are the 
strongest and most natural emotions, they are the most 
agitating and the most pleasurable.

What the philosophers gave to the commentators 
on the drama was certainly not a systematized theory of 
tragedy, but new answers, or at least different means, 
as to how tragedy could achieve its didactic, moralistic 
end. In many ways, the dramatists of Dryden's age were 
like classical rhetoricians in their pursuit of the best 
of the available means to persuasion. Hobbes and 
Descartes differed on how they viewed pleasure, but 
they did agree that the emotions played a major role 
in pleasure. Hence, it was in this philosophical en
vironment that the tragic theory of the late Restoration 
developed. It was in this social, literary, and philos
ophical environment that Dryden and his contemporaries 
lived. Indeed, we would be poor students of literature 
if we failed to assent to the influence of these factors 
upon the "new" tragedy written after the heroic period 
of tragedy.

In order to see how this environment affected 
the critics of the later Restoration, let us examine how

f. ADescartes, in Wasserman, p. 295. For further 
discussion of this concept see Rene Descartes, Philosophical 
Works, trans. Haldane and Ross (Cambridge, 191l), I, 373.
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critics of the period viewed the end of tragedy and the
means of attaining this end.

The first discussion is taken from Edward Filmer's
Defense of Dramatic Poetry (1698):

Tragedy indeed does raise the Passions; and its 
chief work is to raise Compassion: For the Great 
Entertainment of Tragedy, is the moving of that 
Tenderest and noblest Human Passion, Pity. And 
what is it we pity there, but the Distresses, 
Calamities and Ruins of Honor, Loyalty, Fidelity 
or Love, &c. represented in some True or 
Fictitious, Historick, or Romantick Subject 
of the Play. Thus Virtue, like Religion by 
its Martyrdom, is rendered more shining by 
its suffering, and the Impression we received 
from tragedy, is only making us in Love with 
Virtue (for Pity is a little Kin to love).... 5

As we can readily observe, pity, not fear, was the emotion 
which became the prime target for tragedians of the Res
toration and eighteenth century. As Butcher observes, 
fear tempers pity, makes it less sentimental.66 Yet the 
period wanted nothing to interfere with their attempts 
to make their works produce the greatest amount of pity, 
sympathy, and compassion; hence there was little attempt 
on their part to interject the emotion of fear in 
dramatic production.

We can also observe the typical Restoration and 
early eighteenth century doctrine concerning the emotions

^Edward Filmer, in Rothstein, p. 321.
^ Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art, p. 265

V
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and their place in the function of tragedy by citing 
John Gay's prefatory statement to his own drama,
The What D'Ye Call It (1715): "The End of tragedy jjLsJ 
to show human life in its Distresses, Imperfections, 
and Infermities, thereby to soften the Mind of Man 
from its natural Obduracy and Haughtiness...."67

The proper understanding of tragic purgation 
was lost upon the critics and dramatists of Dryden's 
age. For them tragedy was evocative, not purgative.
It would seem that the period had lost the capacity 

|o T a real understanding of the difference between a
\

superficial or sentimental sympathy for others and 
the profound empathy that changes, that disturbs, in 
its effect upon an audience.

Tragic theory during the age of Dryden was 
something greatly removed from the traditional concept 
we examined in our first chapter. If it were valued 
for anything of permanent importance, it was for its 
moral benefit. The emotions conjured up by the 
dramatic spectacle were only secondary to the rational 
and moral attitude offered by the drama. In the heroic 
period, the benefit contributed by the drama was mainly 

> in the area of moral guidance, promoted by means of 
statement and example. For the last half of the

^7John Gay, in Rothstein, p. 321.
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Restoration and for the first fifty years of the eight
eenth century, the benefit offered by the tragedy was 
considered to be the moral condition of the audience 
after being jostled into a condition of virtuous emo
tionalism. The audience, the popular theory held, 
actually increased in capacity and volume of emotion.
If we have interpreted the critics correctly, the 
object was, specifically, to increase one's capacity 
for pity and fear.

Notice how far the Restoration had strayed 
from the traditional belief in emotional purgation 
discussed in our first chapter. As can be seen, they 
are opposite beliefs. In the traditional view of what 
happens to the emotions in tragedy, the emotions, 
specifically pity and fear, are tempered through the 
action of the drama. Since these emotions are the most 
uncomfortable causes of our unhappiness, tragedy 
attempts to allay them temporarily. When these emotions 
are purged or calmed for a brief time, we seem to be 
emotionally more stable.

Yet for the late Restoration period, tragedy 
was a literary type in which the individual would 
undergo a change in emotion that helped him to become 
a better man morally and even socially. For this age, 
fear, and most important, pity, were emotions which had



to be increased. Through the process of the drama 
the spectator would be encouraged to become more 
fearful lest he be too full of pride. He would be 
encouraged to be more full of pity, sympathy, and 
compassion for his fellowman; for sympathy was cer
tainly considered a true Christian virtue.

Restoration tragt^f, with its emphasis on 
moral edification and virtuous emotionalism, was y?"' 
certainly far removed from the tragedy of Shake
speare and the Greeks. During Dryden's time, the 
basic end of tragedy was, as we discussed earlier, 
to make men better either by presenting the audience 
with patterns to imitate (heroic tragedy), or noble 
emotions to cultivate (sentimental drama). Both 
theories held that the particular task of tragedy 
was to offer the audience a way of leading better 
and, hence, as the theory went, more successful lives.

The real difference between traditional trag
edy and the tragedy produced during the Restoration 
can be seen in the way in which they conceived of the 
purpose of tragedy, its ultimate end. As we have seen, 
Restoration tragic theory attached great importance 
to the lesson of the drama. Tragedy was a dramatic 
vehicle that had as its principal end to show man 
how to get on in the world. It was utilitarian; it
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was as practical as satire; and, in many cases, it 
assumed one characteristic of satire, the final end: 
the correction of evil and vice in the world.

On the other hand, traditional tragedy was 
never conceived to be a genre with a moral end. The 
Greek dramatists and Shakespeare never thought of 
tragedy in terms of moral improvement or correction 
of manners. The total environment, the attitude with 
which they looked at life, which helped in the pro
duction of traditional tragedy, was different from 
Dryden's age.

This attitude was a belief that man cannot 
hope to understand the mysterious ways of the universe. 
This attitude was rational, not rationalized. All 
dramatists, up to a point, attempt to explain the 
evil and mystery in the world, but the tragedy pro
duced by the Greeks and Shakespeare never attempted 
to present exclusive ways in which all evil, all 
mystery, could be understood and avoided.

With these points in mind, we can now proceed 
to analyze the tragic theory of the most important 
critic and dramatist during the Restoration, John 
Dryden.
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CHAPTER IV
DRYDEN AS TRAGIC THEORIST

To discuss the work of a man like John Dryden 
is a monumental task. It would be quite simple to 
examine a critic and dramatist who existed in a vacuum, 
who remained unaffected by the intellectual and social 
milieu of an age. We would list his beliefs concerning 
literature, examine his practice, and summarize his 
accomplishments in both fields. With Dryden, there is 
no such easy method.

We have devoted many pages (Chapters Two and 
Three) to an evaluation of the environment in which 
John Dryden lived, for Dryden was, above all, a man 
who was of his age. This is evident when we look at 
much of his literary criticism and drama. To under
stand Dryden as critic and dramatist, we must have an 
adequate knowledge of the temper of the time in which 
he lived. Yet Dryden was also beyond his age, tran- 
scending^the pedantry and confusion of his time.

It is not our aim in this work to condemn 
Dryden as critic or dramatist. It is not our position 
to demonstrate how Dryden has been misinterpreted as 
to his critical pronouncements. Our only contention 
is that Dryden in neither his tragic theory nor in 
his practice, voiced a true expression of tragedy as
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it had been traditionally explained. And if our work 
contains any indictment of guilt or ignorance, it would 
certainly be against the age in which Dryden lived, not 
Dryden himself. Although Dryden had the necessary 
powers in the classical sense to explain and compose 
great tragedy, he lived during a period which made 
such a production impossible. Probably the most im
portant reason as to why Dryden produced no "true 
tragedy" and that there seemed to exist a dichotomy 
between his understanding and appreciation of tragedy 
on the one hand and the writing of practical criticism 
for his own age comes from Dryden himself. As he stated 
in the epilogue to the second part of The Conquest of 
Granada, "They who have best succeeded on the stage,/
Have still conformed their genius to their age"
(11.1-2).68

Dryden, the first great English critic, was a 
close student of the past dramatic literature of England.
His conviction of Shakespeare's greatness is as free
from provinciality as it is from envy. We believe that ^
Dryden truly understood and appreciated true tragedy.
And Dryden illustrated little patience with those of 
his age who chose to condemn the great dramatist. When 
Rymer attacked Shakespeare in The Tragedies of The Last Age,

68Works, IV, 224.
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The position Dryden assumed as defender of 
Shakespeare was a curious one. Few critics of the 
period had praise for Shakespeare. As most commenta
tors of this period report, the effect of the tragedies 
of Shakespeare was totally lost on the Restoration 
audience. When he was performed, the original text 
of the play was usually altered to meet the particular 
needs and attitudes of the audience.76 Yet for Dryden, 
Shakespeare was "the man who of all modern,and perhaps 
ancient poets,had the largest and most comprehensive 
soul."71

In the area of tragedy, Dryden must be dis
cussed as having, as R. J. Kaufmann terms it, "divided

his contemporaries, could intellectually appreciate 
true tragedy. Yet when he had to explain such a genre 
to his age, he, quite appropriately, interpreted the 
drama in light of the standards, both intellectual and

70Wilson, pp. 85-86.
71John Dryden, "Essay of Dramatic Poesy," in Essays of John Dryden, ed. W. P. Ker (Oxford, 1926), 

I, 79.— hereafter cited as Ker.
7^R. j . Kaufmann, "Introduction," Dryden, ed. 

Bernard N. Schilling (Englewood, N.J., 1963), p. 14.

accused Rymer of blasphemy.69

vision."7  ̂ On the one hand, Dryden, unlike many of

69"Headnotes to Rymer," Essays, I, 213-220.
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emotional, of his age.
Above all else, Dryden was a man who listened 

to his age. He was interested in the religious, polit
ical, and social problems of his time. And his interests 
in literature, whether it was satire, drama, criticism, 
translation, or opera, were as various as the tastes of 
his age.

For our present work, we must consider Dryden as 
critic of dramatic literature, specifically in the area 
of tragedy. It will be our purpose here to explain 
Dryden's theory of tragic drama. Our discussion will 
be limited to ofrty those concepts^which we have set 
forth in our first chapter as the universal requisites 
of true high tragedy.

As we pointed out in Chapter III, the second 
half of the seventeenth century was a period of change 
in tragic theory. Dryden also changed his attitude as 
to how tragedy functioned in its effect upon the 
individual. Therefore, our discussion of Dryden's 
tragic theory will be divided into two parts: his 
theory of the heroic play (1660-1675) and his theory 
of the "new" tragedy (to 1689), the year in which his 
last tragedy was written.
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THE EARLY YEARS (1660-1675)
From 1660-1675, Dryden wrote six commentaries 

on serious drama:
(1) "Epistle Dedicatory of the Rival Ladies" (1664)
(2) An Essay of Dramatic Poesy (1668)
(3) "Defense of An Essay of Dramatic Poesy" (1668)
(4) "An Essay of Heroic Plays" (1672)
(5) "Defense of the Epilogue" (1672)
(6) "Epilogue to the Second Part of The Conquest of 
Granada" (1672)
All of his critical work in drama up to 1675 was centered
around discussions of heroic tragedy.

Many attempts have been made to explain Dryden's
theory of heroic drama. The most recent, and in some
ways the most lucid and objective production, is by
Arthur C. Kirsch in Dryden's Heroic Drama (1965).

In the early pages of his work, Kirsch states
that many students of Dryden have been confused as to
Dryden's real position toward serious drama during
what we call his heroic period. His critical works
seemed to have been orientated toward explanation and
self-justification of his own dramatic efforts rather
than a deliberate attempt to publish any complete theory/
on the drama. As Kirsch observes,

We must recognize that as a result of his 
orientation towards his own practices his 
criticism is not normally directed at
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theoretical issues. His concerns are usual 
concrete: characterization, language, stage ^  «•’effects, and relationship between dramatic 
convention and the demonstrated tastes of the Restoration spectators,7^
The point of confusion is that Dryden continually 

altered his position as to the techniques or skills in
volved in dramatic production. At first glance, Dryden's 
critical works seem hopelessly inconsistent with one 
another.74 Yet the important point is that Dryden only 
changed his position whenever he saw the possibility in 
changing the theory and practice of the drama of his 
time, as well as in his own thinking about it, of coming 

" closer to a more authentic dramatic expression.
The most notable example of Dryden's ability to 

change direction was his evaluation of the use of rhyme 
in drama. From the time he produced his first heroic

7 *3Arthur C. Krisch, Dryden's Heroic Drama (Princeton, 1965), p. 4.
74oryden's inconsistency has been a source of 

considerable argument. If we believe Louis Bredvold, 
Dryden was inconsistent because of the very nature of 
his intellect. Bredvold sees his constant shifting from 
idea to idea— examining, rejecting, accepting— as a sign 
of the lack of firm conviction. Bredvold's view con
cerning Dryden's skepticism, as well as his view of the 
skepticism of his age, charges the faults to haphazard 
inconsistency. This entire view completely misses the 
fact of the changing picture of the seventeenth century, 
and the nature, within this framework, of true growth 
and organic development. In this kind of world, the 
skepticism of scrutiny, evaluation, and choice must, 
necessarily, involve change, which may appear to be mere 
inconsistency, that is, for no reason other than inconsistency itself.
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drama, The Indian Emperour (1667) to Aurenq-Zebe (1676), 
he stated that rhyme was a most useful device by which 
the dramatist could bring about a heightened effect in
serious drama. As Neander (Dryden) responds to Crites'
low opinion of rhyme in Dryden's Essay of Dramatic Poesy,

I answer you...by distinguishing betwixt what is nearest to the nature of Comedy, which is the 
imitation of common persons and ordinary speak- 
ing, and what is nearest the nature of a serious 
Play: this last is indeed the representation of 
Nature, but ' tis Nature wrought up to a higher 
pitch. The Plot, the Characters, the Wit, the 
Passions, the Description, are all exalted above 
the level of common converse, as higher as the 
imagination of the Poet can carry them, with 
proportion to verisimility. Tragedy, we know, 
is wont to imâuge to us the minds and fortunes 
of noble persons, and to portray these exactly; 
Heroic Rhime is nearest Nature, as being the 
noblest kind of modern verse.7*

Yet in the prologue to Aurenq-Zebe. Dryden states, "Our
author..., to confess a truth, though out of time,/
Grows weary of his long-loved mistress, Rhyme."
(11.1, 7-8) 76

Dryden should not be accused of inconsistency. 
He was clearly explaining, as we shall see later, that 
the purpose of serious drama was changing, and that, 
therefore, older techniques involved in its production 
were no longer needed in the theater. 75 76

75Ker, I, 100-101.
76Works, V, 201.



That Dryden did not write long passages on the 
theory of tragedy does not necessarily prove that he 
did not have certain notions as to what tragedy should 
be. And it is our desire in this section of our work 
to clearly present these concepts. We will proceed in 
our discussion by examining first how Dryden himself 
generally conceived heroic tragedy, how he explained 
its generic principles; and second, we will examine 
what Dryden thought to be the function of heroic tragedy.

Regarding our first question , the basis of 
Dryden*s attitude toward heroic drama seems to be his 
belief that "an Heroick Play ought to be an imitation, 
in little of an Heroick Poem."77 And Dryden was not 
alone in asserting that modern serious drama should be 
patterned after the epic. William Davenant, Robert 
Howard (Dryden's brother-in-law), and Corneille were 
among many who conceived of tragedy in this manner.7®

There are two equally valid reasons as to why 
tragedy was explained in epic terminology during the 
early part of the Restoration. The first answer is 
offered by Kirsch:

77"Preface to the First Part of Conquest of Granada," Essays, I, 158. 78
78Alfred Harbaqe, Cavalier Drama (New York,1964), pp. 367-368.
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The claim, after all, that the heroic play is 
'an imitation, in little of an Heroic Poem' is 
an analogy as much as it is a definition, as 
much a way of talking about tragedy as it is 
a substantive theory. To nearly two centuries 
of English criticism the epic was the highest 
of the genres, the one which in its ends sub
sumed all others, and critics spoke of it, as 
Ian Jack has remarked, in the same way that 
recent French writers spoke of 'la poesie pure.' 
'A Heroick Poem, truly such,' Dryden wrote in 
the dedication to the Aeneis (1697), 'is un
doubtedly the greatest Work which the Soul of 
Man is capable to perform.' The consequence 
of such a generic hierarchy was that heroic 
poetry became almost a hypnotic metaphor of 
serious achievement, and the laws of the epic 
and the critical apparatus used to describe 
them became a means of formulating and measuring accomplishment in any genre.
Admitting that the first reason is obviously

'l ‘ 'f

logical, we feel that there is another solution, equally 
valid, which seems closer to the truth, closer to an 
adequate explanation of heroic tragedy in relation to 
the intellectual, religious, and philosophical milieu 
of the age.

It is our opinion that since the age considered 
tragedy to be a genre with a didactic end, the epic 
offered useful devices which could be employed to pro
duce this desired purpose.

As we pointed out in our second and third chap
ters, the progress of the development of English drama 
had been interrupted during the Commonwealth period.

79Kirsch, p. 14.
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When Charles II was restored to the British throne, Eng
lish drama had suffered an irreparable break in tradition. 
The only popular genre that seemed to have breached the 
interregnum was the epic.

What the genre offered tragedy is most important. 
First, the epic gave to tragedy a new type of tragic 
hero, one who was in the end not to be pitied but admired. 
In An Essay of Dramatic Poesy. Dryden had stated, "trag
edy is to beget admiration, compassion, and concernment."80 
The emotions of admiration and concernment are of central 
importance to our work. We do not take this statement 
by Dryden lightly. Neither did Dryden. On the same 
page in the Essay, Dryden observes that the tragic poet 
must be able to "stir up a pleasing admiration and con
cernment, which are the objects of tragedy, and to show 
the various movements of a soul combating betwixt two

Q Tdifferent passions."ox The concept of admiration was 
important to the critical position of Dryden and his con
temporaries. In fact, it was the central emotional re
action most dramatists desired in their audiences.

On the surface, admiration does not seem to be 
really inconsistent with traditional tragic theory and 
practice. We certainly admire Prometheus, Oedipus,

80Ker, I, 58.
81Ibid.
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and Hamlet. We admire them in that even though defeated, 
they acted like men. We might not intellectually under
stand all of the reasons why these men failed, yet we 
admire them for the way in which they conducted them
selves. But for Dryden, admiration was considered in 
a different way.

The concept is discussed by Kirsch. He believes 
that admiration, as was considered by the writers of 
heroic drama, was understood in the following manner.
The libertine attitude of the heroes certainly gained 
approval by the audiences. The actions of the hero, 
utterly fantastic in themselves, were greatly admired 
by an audience composed of men who, hopefully, would 
be gallant and heroic. The fanatic desire on the part 
of Dryden's heroes for both love and honor would, of 
course, capture the interest of the audience.®2 For 
this critic of Dryden, this was the way in which Dryden 
understood the concept of admiration.

But we believe that Kirsch has over-simplified 
the concept. Kirsch has limited his discussion to simply 
one facet of this emotion. We believe that the concept 
of admiration was understood by Dryden in a dual role. 
First, he would catch the eye of his audience by making 
his heroes act in a manner which would be "delightful"

82Kirsch, pp. 34-39.
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to his audience, for as Dryden observed, "poesy only 
instructs as it delights."83 His heroes were delib
erately made theatrically attractive by virtue of their 
intemperance and transcendence of normal standards of 
behavior. The reason why Dryden had a reasonable amount 
of success with his plays can be attributed to the fact 
that he spoke the language of his audience— he gave them, 
up to a point, what they wanted.

At this point, and secondly, the extravagance 
of action was, we believe, a rhetorical device through 
which Dryden attempted to arrive at some didactic end—  
to point to the evil of heroic lust and the virtue of 
temperance. As we will see when we discuss the con
cept of love and honor, the heroic hero never quits 
the stage before he has regulated his eccentric passions 
through the use of reason; therefore, he not only 
possessed love, but also honor. The hero was admired 
for his extravagance but, rather, ought to be admired 
for his final acceptance of an ethical pattern of life.

Dryden, in the above definition, felt that 
"concernment" was also an emotion involved in tragedy.
The reader can see that Dryden did not choose to employ 
the traditional term— "fear" or "terror." As Baxter 
Hathaway has pointed out, in Dryden’s early statements 
on tragedy,

83"Defence of Essay of Dramatic Poesy," Ker, I, 113.
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...fear is supplanted, shrewdly enough perhaps, 
by 'concernment.' Here the fear is not for our
selves, but for the safety and well-being of 
the central figure of the play— a distinction 
of importance in the history of tragic theory. 
Dryden's immediate predecessors had made the 
spectator fear on his own account lest his 
fate should parallel that of the sufferer in 
the tragedy. A Greek tragedy, Dryden said,
'could move but little concernment in the 
audience because they already knew the event of it. '1,84
Hence, we can now understand how Dryden thought 

of the emotions in tragedy: the hero was designed to 
incorporate the heroic desires of the audience; and, 
further, he was placed in situations which would pro
duce the concernment in the audience for the hero's 
welfare. Finally, the hero had to make the wise choice 
to follow reason's dictates rather than wild passion.
And the hero was admired for the masterful way in which 
he gained love in a virtuous and rational manner.

The second element of the epic which was incor
porated in tragedy was the more meaningful "central 
action" that it offered. Traditional tragic action, 
as defined in our first chapter, was as Aristotle 
stated, "serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude."88 
Traditional tragedy, as we see it in Aeschylus, Soph
ocles, and Shakespeare, seemed to have been concerned

84Baxter Hathaway, "Dryden and the Function 
of Tragedy," PMLA, LVIII (1943), 670. 85

85"The Poetics," p. 23
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with important issues which have troubled men for all 
time, universal questions and doubts.

Yet, as we stated earlier in our work, Dryden's 
age seemed to want no part of the weighty or confusing 
problems of men in general. As Dryden noted later in 
his life, his generation seemed to have been especially 
interested in the "short-lived issues of an age."88

The topic or central issue of tragedy during the 
heroic period, the tragic action which particularly 
interested the age, was the conflict between, as Dryden 
stated, "love and honour."87

Scott C. Osborn in his "Heroical Love in Dryden," 
believes that "honour" for Dryden meant those character
istics such as reason, virtue, and duty which comprise 
the true moral hero. "Love" was for Dryden interpreted ) 
as irrational passion. The tragic conflict in Dryden's ^ 
heroic tragedies was irrational love against reason.

.«r

As Osborn states,
The true basic conflict in Dryden's heroic 
drama...is between love and virtue, love and 
duty, between passion as irrational heroical 
love and reason; it is not that either love 
or honor must win, but that any love that wins 
must win with reason, honor, and duty.88

88"Preface to Don Sebastian," Essays, II, 45.
87Ibid.
88Scott C. Osborn, "Heroic Love in Dryden's Heroic Drama," PMLA, LXXII (1958), 489.
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The third area in which we might say that tragedy 
was influenced by the epic is in the practically unanimous 
insistence on the part of critics that a work of epic or 
tragic scope could only be done justice to in rhyme. 
Contemporary criticism of the epic dictated that the 
epic must be written in rhyme in order to produce the 
desired effect. Hence, the theorists of tragedy borrowed 
a current rule concerning the epic and applied the same 
reasoning to the tragedy. As Dryden pointed out, rhyme, 
used in epic as well as tragic literature, helped to 
make the hero more worthy of being admired.®9

So far we have discussed the effect of heroic 
drama. It yet remains for us to attempt to see how the 
effect produced by the drama was compatible with the 
way in which Dryden and his contemporaries conceived 
of the function of tragedy.

Dryden was very clear as to how he considered 
tragedy's function. As he stated in the Essay of 
Dramatic Poesy,"...a play ought to be, a just and lively 
image of human nature, representing its passions and 
humours, and the change of fortune to which it is sub
ject, for the delight and instruction of mankind."90

89"Defence of Essay of Dramatic Poesy," Ker, I, 114.
90Ker, I, 36.
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Amanda Ellis,in "Horace's Influence on Dryden," 
observes that Horace's didactic orientation had a great 
influence not only upon Dryden but also upon the critics 
of his age.91 Dryden's definition of drama was a re
vision of Horace's definition of poetry. And we know 
Dryden was acquainted with the work of Horace, for he 
says in the "Defense of An Essay of Dramatic Poesy" 
that he derived many of his ideas about the drama from 
"the authority of Aristotle and Horace and from the 
rules of Ben Jonson and Corneille."92 Miss Ellis 
traces nineteen passages in the Essay back to state
ments made by Horace in his Ars Poetica.93

To understand Dryden's general theory of trag
edy , we must see how he thought of tragedy in relation 
to its moral end. And we can understand this best when 
we examine a passage taken from the Essay:

In the instructive part they ¿Greek tragedians^ 
have erred worse: instead of punishing vice and 
rewarding virtue, they have often shown a 
prosperous wickedness, and an unhappy piety; 
they have set before us a bloody image of 
revenge in Medea, and give dragons to convey 
her safe from punishment, a Priam and 
Astyanax murdered, and Cassandra ravished, 
and the lust and murder ending in victory of 
him who acted them; in short, there is no 
indecorum in our modern plays.94

91Amanda M. Ellis, "Horace's Influence on Dryden," PQ, IV (1925), 46-48.
92Ker, I, 125.
93Ellis, p. 46.
94Ker, I, 50.
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As the reader can see, Dryden seemed to have 
believed that "delight and instruction" were the chief 
ends of all literature, the drama in particular. 
"Instruction" can be interpreted, and must be for a 
proper understanding of Dryden, in two ways. Greek 
and Shakespearean tragedy is instructive in that we 
find an attitude demonstrated throughout the drama 
that there is a reason for disorder in our universe.
Prosser Hall Frye explains the point: instruction in 
drama is present by "informing the subject matter with 
moral relevance and consistency,— the business of the 
dramatist being to produce, in the diversity and con
fusion of sense, a distinct type of expression of human 
s i g n i f i c a n c e . W h e n  Dryden stated that Shakespeare 
had "the most comprehensive soul," he certainly under
stood and appreciated the Renaissance world-view of 
man and the universe.

Yet when Dryden attempted to interpret "instruction" 
for his own age, an age whose view was considerably con
stricted, we find that his remarks on the subject are 
tempered by the particular assumptions of his age. 
Shakespearean and Greek tragedy assumed that even though 
there was a plan or pattern or design to the universe,

9 c:JProsser H. Frye, Romance and Tragedy 
(Lincoln, 1908), p. 298.
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man never could quite come to an understanding of it or 
with it. The particular task of the tragedy was to sup
plant doubt and fear with faith. Contrary to this 
view, during the Restoration, doubt and fear were supplant
ed by a view of life which was, rather than rational, 
rationalized. As Frye notes,

Where the informing spirit of moral or religious 
significance is absent...the work, taken as a \
whole, seems singularly dense, abstruse, and 
incommunicable. It comes to resemble some /
substantial physical formation or impersonal 
aspect of matter— a great body of water re
flecting the landscape of its shores with an 
effect profound, scenic, and non-committal. 6
When Dryden stated that Shakespeare had "the

largest and most comprehensive soul," he was speaking
as the great critic he was, whose angle of vision was
greater than any of his contemporaries. Yet when he
stated, "In the instructive part they¿Greek tragedians]
have erred worse," he was speaking as a man of his age,
a man who had to communicate with an audience totally
unable to understand their world-picture except through
a view which was mechanical and scientifically demonstrable.

Rymer, whose theory of the didactic function of
tragedy Dryden accepted, stated the matter clearly:

These¿Sophocles and Euripides/were for teach
ing by example, in a graver way, but extremely 
pleasant and delightful. And finding in history 
the same end happier to the unrighteous and to 96

96Ibid.
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the unjust, virtue often opprest, and wicked
ness on the throne, they saw these particular 
yesterday-truths by them intended. Finding 
also that this unequal distribution of rewards 
and punishments did perplex the wisest, and by 
the atheist was made a scandal to the divine 
providence,they concluded that a poet must of 
necessity see justice exactly administered, if 
he intended to please. For, said they, if the 
world can scarse be satisfied with God Almighty, 
whose Holy will and purposes are not to be 
comprehended, a poet, in these matters, shall 
never be pardoned, who, they are sure, is not 
incomprehensible, whose ways and walks may with 
impiety be penetrated and examined.
In commenting on this statement, Bonamy Dobree

explains,
In this we hear some notes already familiar 
especially that which suggests that the function 
of the poet is to rectify God's handiwork...The 
idea of yesterday-truths and eternal truth is a 
profound one, but unfortunately the poets in
sisted rather on making the truth of to-day 
important, and ignoring eternal truth, which 
is not easy to swallow. The justice of Greek 
tragedy is something which broods greatly above 
men, but in Restoration tragedy we are more 
likely to see triumph the little justice of 
little men. Virtue must be rewarded here and 
now...The idea of poetic justice thus treated 
deprives tragedy of its element of exploration: 
men no longer tested themselves against life, 
as they did in Elizabethan days, since they gg 
ceased to invent horrors to stand up against.
The reader, we hope, can clearly see that Dobree 

has, in a few words, explained why the tragedy of Dryden 
and his contemporaries in the early days of the Restor
ation does not hold up in comparison to traditional 
tragedy.

^7"Short View of Tragedy," p. 88. 
98Dobree, p. 132.
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Tragedy had to conform to the way in which man 
thought the world was constructed. For Dryden and his 
intellectual milieu, the world operated according to 
the principles of cause and effect. Even God's laws 
were shown to be regulated along the same lines. And 
when Dryden stated that virtue had to be rewarded and 
vice punished, he simply was restating an idea popular 
for the intellectual, theological, and philosophical 
environment of the age, that tragic action must operate 
according to the rules of worldly justice.

Hence, in our evaluation of Dryden and his 
tradition, heroic tragedy, although not true tragedy, 
is a necessary link in the English dramatic tradition.
As Selma Zebouni in her Dryden; A Study in Heroic 
Characterization concluded, "after Jacobean drama 
with its 'romantic' emphasis on terror, the heroic 
tragedy fosters the feeling of admiration which, in 
turn, leads directly into the sentimental drama of 
the eighteenth century with its heavy reliance on
pity."99

9  9  7 0 h r i i  l  n  i  n n  -Zebouni, pp. 67-68.
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THE LATER YEARS (1675-1689)
In the later years of the Restoration period, 

Dryden published four critical documents in which he 
expressed his ideas concerning tragedy and its position 
in his age. During this period he also composed an im
portant critique (unpublished until 1711) in which he 
discusses the importance of the emotions in tragedy. 
These works and their dates of publication are as 
follows :

(1) "Prologue to Aurenq-Zebe" (1679)
(2) "Headnotes of an Answer to Rymer," (1711,written 1677 )100
(3) "Preface to All For Love" (1678)
(4) "Preface to Troilus and Cressida" including

"Grounds of Criticism of Tragedy." (1679)
(5) "Preface to Don Sebastian"(1689)1Q1
These documents (except the last) have one point 

in common: they attest to the fact that Dryden changed

lOOThe "Heads," scribbled by Dryden in the end 
papers of a copy of The Tragedies of the Last Age sent 
to him by its author Thomas Rymer in 1677, were first 
printed by Tonson (Dryden1s publisher) in the 1711 
edition of Beaumont and Fletcher.

101In the preface Dryden does not truly discuss 
his beliefs concerning tragedy. This work was included 
in our discussion because it showed Dryden as he was in 
his last years. He was completely disenchanted with 
English tragedy as it had developed in his age. Literally, 
he stated that he had had enough of tragedy. In the next 
eleven years of his life, he wrote neither tragedy nor 
tragic theory, except one reference to tragedy in the 
"Dedication to the Aeneas" (see Essays, II, 228-230).



96

his position as to the way in which the emotions con
tributed to the didactic end of tragedy. As we will 
see, Dryden believed that the range of emotions pro
duced by the tragic spectacle were even more important 
than had been previously supposed. The emotions, as 
they were considered in the early days of the Restor
ation, were only considered as a means of enticing the 
audience (through admiration) to pattern their own 
lives after that of the heroic characters.

In the second decade of the Restoration, we 
witness four significant changes in Dryden's conception 
of serious drama: (1) the abandonment of rhyme, (2) the 
alteration in tragic conflict, (3) the shift in theory 
concerning the emotional response in the audience, and 
(4) the advent of plot structure and characterization 
of domestic orientation.102 These changes are interest
ing and significant because they seem to be related.
It is our position that when Dryden and his fellow 
dramatists changed their belief as to the way the 
emotions should operate in tragedy, they also had to 
change other facets of dramatic theory so as to bring 
about the proper emotional response in the audience.

102a discussion of this concept in Dryden's 
altered tragic theory will be taken up in our final chapter where we will discuss Dryden as dramatist.
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The first indication that Dryden altered his 
theory of tragedy can be seen in his preface to Aurenq- 
Zebe. For the first time in his dramatic career, Dryden 
expressed a desire to omit rhyme from his serious dramas. 
Yet Dryden was much too logical in his thinking to drop 
rhyme casually from his dramatic scheme. As we pointed 
out in the first part of this chapter, Dryden devoted 
too much time defending his use of rhyme to omit it for 
no reason from his plays.103 We believe that Dryden 
chose not to use rhyme in his future plays because it 
did not fit into his present theory of tragedy. Al
though he excluded rhyme from his dramatic practice, 
he continued to use it in his poetry until his death.

Concerning this very point, Arthur Kirsch notes, 
"the practice of such a language, as Dryden repeatedly 
argued, was contingent upon a conception of tragedy 
which could justify it."10^ Kirsch further states 
that for Dryden, the disposal of rhyme was "a critical 
recognition that the purpose of serious drama was

103A partial list of his defences of rhyme in 
dramatic production include: Essay of Dramatic Poesy 
(1668), "Defence of Essay of Dramatic Poesy"(1668), 
"Dedication to Rival Ladies" ¿1664), "Preface to the 
First Part of Conquest of Granada" (1672).

104Arthur C. Kirsch, "The Significance of 
Dryden's Aurenq-Zebe," ELH, XXIX (1962), 169.
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changing and that therefore the artifice of rhyme could 
no longer exercise its proper function in the theater."105 
And as Dryden himself stated in the preface to All For 
Love, "I have disencumbered myself from rhyme. Not that 
I condemn my former way, but that this is more to my 
present purpose."1^

Dryden, in his prologue to Aurenq-Zebe, gives
us his reason for changing, and we can suppose that
in his attitude he spoke for the majority of English
dramatists after 1675. As he stated,

The Poet Grows weary of his long-loved mistress, 
Rhyme. Passions too fierce to be in fetters 
bound. And Nature flies him like enchanted 
ground. (11.8-10

In heroic tragedy, the only emotion of any consequence
to be raised in the spectator was admiration. The heroes
were men of great emotions, great passions; but the
emotionalism was rarely, if ever, transferred to the *"

C oX
audience. And yet in Dryden's prologue we can see that 
he omitted rhyme in the new tragedies after 1675 because 
these great emotions, so long absent from English trag
edy, had to be experienced not only by the hero, but 
also by the audience.

1Q5Ibid.
iO^Essays t i, 231.
107Essays, I , 192.
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The heroic couplet was quite satisfactory for 
the heroic drama since it was the perfect medium through 
which the dramatist could convey grand actions, ratio- 
cinative debates over the topics of reason and love, 
and detached admiration for a hero who dared choose to 
live his life in accord with a code of honor (reason). 
The heroic couplet was useful in keeping, as Kirsch 
observes,"the balance between engagement and detachment, 
a balance so vital to heroic drama.

For our purposes, the vital issue is that the 
heroic couplet, in Dryden's new attitude, was not the 
type of vehicle that would induce an audience to become 
emotionally involved (engaged) in the drama. The form 
was too rigid, too unlike actual speech. In heroic 
tragedy, rhyme was the rhetorically effective medium. 
Theoretically, the audience was not asked to become 
overly involved in the plight of the hero; for his 
actions during most of the dramatic sequence were ex
travagant, overly indulgent, and, quite often, immoral.

But when Dryden stated, "Passions too fierce to 
be in fetters bound," we can reasonably believe this to 
mean that the audience would not successfully react to 
the tragic action on the stage if heroic couplets were 
employed. And, as we have noted, that the emotions of

?

108<»The Significance," p. 168.
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the audience were to be involved (charged) was of central 
importance in Dryden's tragic theory after 1675.

The prologue to Aurenq-Zebe was the first time 
that Dryden seemed to indicate that his tragic theory

out, was one of the foundations upon which heroic tragedy 
rested. When Dryden and his fellow tragedians omitted 
rhyme from their dramas, we can assume that a great

Rhyme was not the only facet of tragedy to change.
The conflict within the hero himself also underwent a 
modification. Love and honor were the topics of tragedy 
during the heroic period ; they were the same for the 
new tragedy, but employed in a new and distinct manner. 
In heroic tragedy, love was presented as the antithesis 
of honor until they were united at the end of the drama 
through the conscious choice of the hero to allow reason 
(the honorable virtue) to control love (a passion of 
considerable strength).

the Restoration, love and honor were presented not only 
as antithetical at the outset of the drama, but also at 
the conclusion. Love and honor were principles that 
could never be united. As Kirsch observes, in

Rhyme, as Kirsch has pointed

change was taking place.

For the tragedy produced in the later part of

109Ibid., p. 189



Aurenq-Zebe we begin to see the dichotomy of love and 
honor so evident in future tragedies of Dryden and his 
contemporaries. Aureng-Zebe gives up honor for the 
sake of love. This was the first time in all of Dryden's 
drama that love and honor end the play as opposites.11  ̂
The victory of love in this context spells the end of 
the heroic play. Two years later, Antony gives up 
honor, and he does so "all for love."

In the new type of tragedy we see appear after 
1675, if the topics are the same— the "mistaken topics 
of tragedy" Dryden called them eleven years later— 111 
the purpose for which they were used had begun to change. 
Pity and the capacity for tears had begun to supercede 
admiration as the emotional effect of tragedy.

The assumption that tragedies' function was to 
teach by direct moralizing was still adamant, but the 
means by which this was accomplished altered. Admiration, 
the emotional effect of heroic drama was, in the early 
days, important in so far as it led the audience to 
pattern their lives after the hero in an equally vir
tuous manner. After 1675, pity was considered as the 
emotion desired in the tragic effect. The plays them
selves were no longer considered as ideal patterns for

H O pryden's Heroic Drama, p. 185-186.
lllupreface to Don Sebastian," Essays, II, 45.
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life, but as vehicles through which the audience could 
exercise their emotions by observing a hero who- bv

his critical position concerning rhyme and dramatic 
conflict. It is our position that these changes were 
necessary in order that the emotional response in the 
audience could rise to new and greater heights.

purpose of tragedy was to teach. That tragedy's 
function was didactic was an assumption which guided 
the production of serious drama during the Restoration. 
What changed in the new tragedy after 1675 was the way 
in which successive generations attempted to produce 
the moralistic end. And for the last two decades of 
the seventeenth century and first half of the eighteenth 
century, the didactic end of tragedy was accomplished 
through a concept we will term "emotional transformation."

catharsis has always been a confusing problem for the 
critics of tragedy. The concept has been variously 
interpreted by men of both great and dubious reputations. 
And nowhere has the term been so curiously defined as it 
was in Dryden's age. Baxter Hathaway has observed that 
the concept was defined in two ways during the age. In

choosing love over honor, destroyed himself
The reader must understand why Dryden changed

As we noted a number of times, for Dryden the

In our first chapter we saw that the concept of
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the early days of the Restoration,
The dramatists demanded a purgation from trag
edy in which the spectator is led by means of 
fear for himself to resist the approaches of 
passions in his breast, lest the passions 
overcome his reasoning faculty and lead him 
into evil ways. Tragedy demonstrates the 
danger resulting from action based upon passion.112
On the other hand, during the last two decades

of the Restoration, theorists moved toward a belief 
that, as Hathaway notes, "described a purgation, or 
purification, by means of tragic pity. Tragedy does 
and should increase compassion. Spectators of tragic 
representations became better men when they learned 
to pity more."-*-^

Dryden, as Hathaway notes, gave no evidence

cathartic principle based upon pity and fear was useful 
in explaining the function of tragedy. So long as he 
was writing heroic tragedies, he had no use for purgation

As we explained in our third chapter, it was

112Hathaway, p. 665.
113Ibid.

tragic theory was written between 1675 and 
should be used as the date of transition.

before 1679 675]114 that the complete Aristotelian

as a working dramatic principle.113

11^We believe that an earlier date should be 
assigned. , Since all of Dryden's major new

113Hathaway, p. 665.
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Rymer, not Dryden, who brought an Aristotelian-like de-
1 1finition of catharsis to England. And five years

later Dryden repeated Rapin's explanation of tragedy
with apparent approval. As Dryden stated in "Grounds
of Criticism of Tragedy,"

Rapin, a judicious critic, has observed from 
Aristotle, that pride and want of commiseration 
are the most predominant vices of mankind; 
therefore, to cure us of these two, the in
ventors of Tragedy have chosen to work on two 
other passions, which are, pity and fear. We 
are wrought to fear, by setting before our 
eyes some terrible example of misfortune, 
which happened to persons of highest quality; 
for such an action demonstrates to us that no 
condition is privileged from the turns of 
fortune; this must of necessity cause terror 
in us, and consequently abate oi/C pride. But 
when we see that the most virtuous, as well 
as the greatest,are not exempt from such mis
fortunes, that consideration moves pity in us, 
and insensibly works us to be helpful to, and 
tender over, the distressed; which is the 
noblest and most godlike of the moral virtues.117
Dryden's new position, a definite shift in theory

from his earlier pronouncements, was certainly a move
toward the sentimental view which was to achieve
popularity in the eighteenth century. Tragedy, Dryden
seemed to say, teaches us to have more pity and more
fear since both emotions are good. We must learn to
pity the distressed and be compassionate to the

11^Rapin's commentary on the Poetics, as we 
noted earlier, was brought to England through Rymer's 
translation in 1674.

117Essays, I, 209.
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unfortunate. Hence, as the reader can obviously see, 
Dryden's theory of the emotions was not purgative but 
evocative; it was the purpose of tragedy to transmute 
the base emotions of pride and hate into pity and fear. 
The spectator would not leave the theater emotionally 
exhausted but emotionally intensified.

In the theory of the emotions as they are 
related to tragedy in this age, the concept of pur
gation was completely misinterpreted in relation to 
traditional theory. As Dryden and his age believed, 
purgation was the process in which the evil emotions 
within the spectator were transformed through the 
moving scenes of the drama; the spectator would leave 
the theater in an emotional state, carrying with him 
emotions of a more desirable sort.

The central text which gives us the greatest 
evidence that Dryden actually changed his belief con
cerning the function of tragedy was the "Headnotes of 
an Answer to Rymer" (1677). Since this document is 
vital in the progress of our work, we will closely 
analyze the important passages concerning the function 
of tragedy (emotional transformation) in relation to 
the purpose of tragedy (benevolence and humility in 
the spectator).

The "Headnotes of an Answer to Rymer," as we
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noted, was scribbled on the end pages of his own copy 
of Rymer's Tragedies of the Last Age (1677). When we 
read the text of Dryden's thoughts concerning tragedy, 
it is evident that these recorded notes are part of a 
checklist to himself in preparation for a public essay 
he wanted to write in the f u t u r e . M u c h  like a modern 
student, Dryden jotted down ideas in random fashion, 
rectifying mistaken concepts where Rymer erred, rein
forcing ideas where Rymer was superficial, and nodding 
approval where Rymer approximated his own present 
dramatic theories.

In Part Two of the "Heads," Dryden discussed 
topics which are of critical importance to our work:
(1) how the end of tragedy was defined by Aristotle,
(2) how the end of tragedy could be interpreted and 
produced by English poets, (3) what topics of tragedy 
(tragic conflicts) could be proposed to attain this 
end.

Concerning the first point, Dryden stated that, 
for Aristotle, the end of tragedy was "to cause terror 
and pity."11  ̂ Dryden found little fault with this 
limited definition of the function of tragedy. His

118This future essay was "Grounds of Criticism 
of Tragedy," published in 1679.

119t«Heads to Rymer," Essays, I, 211.



only word on this subject was that he believed that 
Aristotle's definition was too restrictive. There are, 
as he noted, "other ends as suitable to the nature of 
tragedy... .'*120

Dryden, as we stated above, was in agreement 
with Aristotle as to the primary emotions involved in 
the function of tragedy. For Aristotle, the function 
of tragedy and the purpose were the same. The "serious 
tragic action" and the resulting emotional effect were 
considered to be part of the organic experience of the 
drama. Here, we see the true definition of the classical 
dictum, "to teach." We are taught through the organic 
structure of the intellectual and emotional effect, 
the total experience. For Dryden, the function (the 
emotional evocation) and the purpose (direct moral

I
instruction) were considered as separate. The emotion 
produced by the drama was considered as first, a means 
to catch the interest of the audience, and secondly, a ( 
separate and unrelated device by which the audience 
could be taught to live better moral lives.

In the "Heads," Dryden proposed a new end, an 
end which we consider as completely unacceptable in 
relation to the traditional final cause noted in our 120

120Ibid.
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first chapter. The reader will see our position clearly 
when we note Dryden's following statement:

Pity and fear are not enough for tragedy to 
move....I believe, upon a true definition of 
tragedy, it will be found that its work ex
tends farther, and that it is to reform 
manners....If this be true, then not only 
pity and terror are to be moved as the only 
means to bring us to virtue, but generally
love to virtue and hatred to vice; by shewing
the other; at least by rendering virtue amiable ,j. 
though it be shown unfortunate; and vice de
testable, tho' it be shown triumphant.
If then the encouragement of virtue and dis
couragement of vice be the proper ends of i
poetry in tragedy, pity and terror tho' good

Dryden, rouowing ixapin ana Kymer, îargexy neglects 
Aristotle's metaphor of catharsis, and writes as if

sidered as a method of substitution, or, as we termed 
it, "emotional transformation." Bad emotions were 
replaced by good and healthy emotions.

In concluding his remarks concerning the end of
tragedy and its mode of accomplishment, Dryden explained,

Pity and terror are to be moved...as a means of 
conducing to the ends of tragedy, which are 
pleasure and instruction.
And these two ends may be thus distinguished. 121

drama induces emotions in the audience rather than
purges them. In Dryden's concept, purgation was con-

121Ibid., pp. 212-213
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The chief end of the poet is to please; for his 
immediate reputation depends upon it.
The great end of the poet /tragedyjis to instruct 
which is performed by making pleasing the ve
hicle of that instruction.I22
Eric Rothstein finds that Dryden's position is

significant in that it was with this type of tragic
criticism that the first seeds of eighteenth century
sentimental tragedy were sown:

Dryden introduces— or assumes— another version 
of the same disjunction between the useful and 
the delightful that the fabulist tradition 
assumed. Aristotle’s formulation may be taken 
to mean that the excitation and catharsis of 
pity and fear are part of the same process, 
a sweep of the same emotional wand; but Res
toration critics did not accept that impli
cation. For them...catharsis came as a re
sult of contemplation and will, of meditation 
on the emotions generated, albeit perhaps a 
meditation and decision both natural and un
conscious. Thus the pleasure passion separated 
itself from the bitter moral of passion's 
fruits. Pragmatically, this division of labor, 
the playwright's exciting emotions which the 
spectator's reflections were to temper and apply, led directly to sentiment.123
As we noted at the outset of our work, we de

sired to analyze Dryden's tragedy and tragic theory in 
relation to traditional concepts of tragedy. Our 
findings thus far have shown that when Dryden wrote 
about heroic tragedy or the "new" tragedy after 1675, 
the end proposed for such works was to instruct in a 
didactic sense.

122Ibid., p. 219. 
123Rothstein, p. 315
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Our basic contention has been that for Aristotle
and Shakespeare and their commentators, tragedy's 
immediate function and purpose was to produce an 
emotional effect which was pleasurable in an audience. 
For Dryden and his fellow tragedians, the emotional 
effect, whether it was admiration or pity and fear, 
was the means by which they could accomplish their 
own assumed end, the moral edification of an audienc

volved or, as we termed it at the beginning of our

demonstrated the fact that the tragic action had to

The conflict in the play had to be, as Butcher noted 
earlier in our work, of such importance to mankind in 
general that the audience could actually feel real 
pity (empathy) for the plight of the hero and real fear 
for his own situation.125 The Greek dramatists and 
Shakespeare wrote of important issues which continually

phasis upon the topics in which tragedy should be in

"serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude."124

In the "Heads," Dryden also laid special em-

124»The Poetics," p. 23.
•^SAxj.st-otie ' s Theory of Poetry and Fine Art

(commentary)!p.314.
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confront man. There were no easy answers to these 
difficult problems. As we noted earlier, for reasons 
only faith in a type of divine justice can answer, 
Prometheus had to experience great agony, Hamlet must 
die, and Lear must suffer.

In the work of John Dryden, he also had to 
employ a conflict which he believed important to his 
audience. But as we demonstrated in Chapter Two. his 
audience was far different from Greek or Shakespearean 
audiences.

In l̂eroic tragedy and the tragedy written after 
1675, love and honor were the "serious” topics of trag- 
edy. As the age grew older, the answers were more 
varied, yet the same domestic, bourgeois conflicts 
remained.

Dryden, in the "Heads,” puts his finger on the
problem:

Shakespeare and Fletcher have written to the 
genius of their age and nation in which they 
lived; for tho• nature, as h e o b j e c t s  , is the same in all places, and reason too the 
same, yet the climate, the age, the dispositions

(
of the people to whom the poet writes, may be 
so different that what pleased the Greeks would 
not satisfy an English audience.

Clearly, the point is that Dryden's audience
would have nothing to do with the important questions

126Essays, I, 214.
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discussed by the Greeks and Shakespeare. The tragic 
actions in traditional tragedy were too unworldly, too 
speculative for an age "less polished, more unskill'd.'

In the "Heads" Dryden stated that he was in 
agreement with Rymer that love should be the important 
topic of tragedy. As Dryden stated, "because love is 
a passion which most predominates in our souls, and 
the passions represented become insipid, unless they

I p oare conformable to the thoughts of the audience."
Love should be employed since, as Dryden noted, "we 
are not touched with the suffering of any sort of men 
so much as lovers, and this was almost unknown to the 
Ancients...; neither knew they the best commonplace 
of ¡gity, which is love. "129

In All For Love, a tragedy we will analyze in 
our final chapter, the title tells us what the tragic 
action is for Dryden: a man gives up everything, honor 
fame, and life, for love. But it is, as we shall see, 
the very quality or character of this kind of love 
that raises the basic question in this tragedy.

Thus, in the end, we must see that Dryden, as 
theorist, was divided in his approach to tragedy.

127npreface to Aurenq-Zebe," Essays, I, 192.
128nHeads to Rymer," Essays, I, 216.

,127

•l^Ibid. , p. 218.
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Dryden, the great critic, was able intellectually and 
emotionally to appreciate traditional tragedy as it 
was written by Shakespeare. But when he had to explain 
tragedy to his age, he had to discuss it as his age 
would understand it. Here, Dryden spoke as a man of
his age
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CHAPTER V
DRYDEN: THE PRACTITIONER

The tragic drama of the Restoration would not 
be pleasing to a modern audience: the early drama was 
too artificial, too unlike real life; the later drama 
was too sentimental, too dependent upon contrived 
sympathy for heroes caught in the web of insignificant 
problems and circumstances. All true tragedy, whether 
it be produced by a Greek two thousand years ago or an 
Elizabethan poet-actor, will have significance and 
meaning for a contemporary audience.

If we measure the tragic drama produced by John 
Dryden correctly, we must, of necessity, conclude that 
Dryden wrote no true tragedy. Not only do his dramas 
fail to involve the modern spectator in the universal 
problems so typical of traditional tragedy, but his 
work also, as a result, fails to produce the emotional 
response proper to the genre.

During the first fifteen years of the Restoration, 
Dryden composed four heroic tragedies.130 Of them,
The Conquest of Granada was his best and most ambitious 
effort of the type. The play was divided into two parts, 
each composed of five acts. The first was performed in

130The Indian Emperour (1667), Tyrannick Love 
(1670), Conquest of Granada (1672), and Ambroyna (1673).
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December, 1670; the second part in January, 1671.
True to its type, The Conquest of Granada lacks 

interest for the modern reader, is extremely complicated 
in plot structure, and exhibits characters unbelievably 
hollow and unconvincing.

Since this drama is long and complicated in 
plot, our effort here will be to discuss only those 
aspects of the play which have a direct bearing on our 
thesis. Our approach will involve a consideration of 
three points of interest: the hero, Almanzor, and his 
characteristics; the tragic conflict, love and honor, 
its interpretation and relation to this type of drama; 
and the emotional response, admiration, and its in
volvement in heroic tragedy.

Almanzor, the hero of The Conquest of Granada, 
embodied many characteristics thought admirable to the 
audience during Dryden's time. He was crafty in deed, 
boastful in word, and untiring in his quest for honor 
and glory. In the person of Almanzor we have the 
super-hero, a combination of Alexander the Great,
Caesar, Roland, and all the other great heroes of 
antiquity.

As was usually found in most heroic drama, the 
psychology of the main character was of little impor
tance to the development of the drama. The demands of
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this special type of tragedy did not require that the
hero establish any type of close contact or identity
with the audience. The reason why psychology was of
little importance was that the progress of this type
of drama involved what happens to men who choose to
act in a certain manner rather than the motivation
behind the action. As Selma Zebouni observes,

This lack of need for inner motivation is what 
makes the 'heroic' hero essentially a man of 

v action.. Whether he is doing what he is supposed 
to do, or momentarily succumbing to his passions, 
the hero is in a perpetual state of action. He 
is never busy looking into himself, analyzing 
his motives, his state of mind, his passions.
This has been done for him by another, by the 
social structure that surrounds him, and he. 
has accepted its demands once and for all.

An heroic hero, such as Almanzor, never ques
tions his actions. simply acts. When his actions
produce success, these actions are followed; when they 
are unsuccessful, he alters the direction of action.
When Almanzor does the right thing, it is never because 
of an inner prompting, the fulfillment of the inner 
self, but rather because it is what is held to be 
right by his social environment. As Zebouni notes,

The absence of inner rnnflie“K  ..is another con
sequence of this special way in which the hero's 
character is conceived. A man whose paramount 
virtue is or should be complete submission to 
various codes of honor has no business with in
ternal conflict. The hero is never face to face

131Zebouni, p. 27
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with one major problem. His task is-rather to 
stand up to and overcome a succession of mainly 
physical obstacles which at most symbolize the 
continuous achievement of the hero: his domi
nation over self, the constant exercise of will, 
which is only directed toward the fulfillment of the dicta of the tribe.132

When the hero has successfully submitted his will to 
accepted norms of conduct, the development of the ad
mirable hero is complete.

The hero of The Conquest of Granada can be 
characterized as being brave and very strong: he scorns 
death as all brave men do, and he is extremely proud 
and considers himself the subject of no one. He is also 
quite passionate, irrational, at times, in his choice 
of action. His first action in the play, helping the 
JUagncerrages, is one of impulse, even if his motive is 
noble; because theirs was the weaker side, his generosity 
prompts him to help them regardless of whether their 
cause is right or wrong. After capturing the enemy 
chief, the Duke of Arcos, and unable to bear his scorn, 
Almanzor desires to set him free in order to vanquish 
him again. Almanzor falls prey to anger when Boabdelin, 
the king, refuses this request. When Abdalla, the king's 
brother, asks Almanzor to join him in overthrowing the 
rightful king, Almanzor never considers the righteousness

132Ibid.
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of Abdalla's claim; he joins the coup d' etat merely 
out of friendship for Abdalla. Even his love for 
Almahide is based upon purely emotional and passionate 
terms.

That Alraanzor's nature is noble is unquestion
able. But he is also too much a prey of his passions. 
They make him behave rashly, and he fails to act per
fectly in accordance with the laws of honor. On the 
other hand, he is never conscious of acting basely; 
if he were, he would, we believe, immediately reform 
since his reason would show him the way to curb his 
will. It is simply that his passionate nature blinds 
his reason, which makes him, to a certain extent, in
capable of differentiating between right and wrong.

The scene which best illustrates the character 
of Almanzor and his problem is where he attempts to 
force Almahide, the beautiful, loving, and moral ob
ject of his love, to yield to his physical desire for 
her. To Almanzor this act would be the natural out
growth of his love for her. What he asks, for him, is 
natural. He sees no wrong in this action. He has not/ 
yet been taught the moral lesson by society that love 
can only be attained by those who conform to the laws\
of society. And society dictates that a man cannot^--------
love another man's wife. Almahide is forced to attempt
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suicide rather than break the moral rule of conduct.
Yet this vile behavior follows a scene in which 

Lyndaraxa, an unfaithful wife and the beauty of the 
court, attempts to seduce Almanzor. He is shocked 
beyond words. He quickly refuses on the grounds that 
he does not love her. For him, it would be a dishonor
able act.

realize that he must dominate his passions, must act 
rationally and unselfishly. When Almanzor realizes 
that he must act not for his own selfish ends but for

nothing but success comes to the hero. All physical

operating here the principle which we discussed in 
Chapter Two. The rationalistic philosophy and religion 
held that success in life had a direct relation to the 
rectitude of one’s morals and thinking. Morals, during 
the Restoration were not considered as actions pleasing 
to God. They were modes of action which society deemed 
as part of the plan and organization of the universe. _ 
'herefore, life, like the tragedy the age produced, was 
iot a picture of doubt and uncertainty, not a picture 
if faith amid the frustration and agony experienced by
lan. This tragedy was a picture, a rationalized image

Eventually, Almanzor is guided by Almahide to

S f good of others, and especially the good of society,

obstacles are easily overcome. Hence, we can see
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of life, in which they wanted to live. Tragedy cannot 
be produced with such an unrealistic view of life.

There is a great similarity between the char
acter of Almanzor and Achilles. For Dryden this was 
a point of considerable discussion in his preface to 
The Conquest of Granada;

I must therefore avow, in the first place , from 
whence I took the character. The first image I 
had of him was from the Achilles of Homer, the 
next from Tasso's Rinaldo (who was a copy of 
the former), and the third from the Artahan of 
Monsieur Calprenede J’who imitated both). The 
original of these (Achilles) is taken by Homer 
for his hero; and is described by him as one who 
in strength and courage surpassed the rest of the Grecian army....133

Almanzor, like Achilles, was crafty, intelligent, and 
never at a loss in solutions to problems. He was boast
ful and was usually able to fulfill his boasts. Rarely 
does Almanzor doubt his actions and their success.
Rarely is he unsuccessful in carrying out these actions.

If the heroic tragedies have a common theme, 
it is the role that honor plays in the life of the in
dividual. Honor, as we see defined in the plays, was 
a code of conduct, a way of life, in which the individual 
lived according to the principles of right reason and 
common sense, usually dictated to him by the social en
vironment. These principles or rules generally came

l33Essays, I, 163.
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from the common consent of society rather than the pri
vate thoughts of the individual.

It is important to note that Almanzor himself 
does not solve his problems by inner reflection. It 
was through his conversation with Almahide, the only 
truly virtuous character in the play, that he was shown 
the true concept of honorable love. This is important 
since it demonstrated that the private thoughts and 
desires of the individual are not always right. The 
moral to be learned from the heroic tragedy was that 
the individual should pattern his own life after the 
morality and rules of honor laid down by society.

The role of the hero in heroic drama is great. 
As we discussed in Chapter Four, the pattern of conduct 
of the hero was, for Dryden, the way in which the aud
ience could be made to follow a morality quite in line 
with seventeenth century religious thought.

The second aspect of heroic tragedy that must 
be examined is the tragic conflict. As Selma Zebouni 
noted in her chapter "Contemporary Trends in Dryden 
Criticism," there has been wide-spread misunderstanding 
as to the nature of the conflict, love and honor, in 
heroic tragedy. ̂ 4  As for the hero, he never is asked

134Zebouni, pp. 10-11
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to make the choice between having his love or honor. 
What the hero desires, and eventually receives, is 
both. Almanzor, unlike Antony and Aureng-Zebe, is 
never required to choose between love and honor.

On the other hand, the hero is asked to choose 
between modes of action through which he might achieve 
both love and honor. Almanzor, from the outset of the 
drama, is a slave to honor, his own particular brand of 
honor, in opposition to the way in which the society 
around him views the virtue. Honor, for this hero, is 
a personal thing, a fulfillment of selfish interests. 
Through the admirable efforts of his love, Almahide, 
he is persuaded to alter his self-interested and quite 
naturalistic code of conduct to one which controls 
passion and self-indulgence by rational and ethical 
rules believed to be correct by his social environment.

Commenting on this notion of honor in Dryden's 
day, Zebouni observes,

The nature of the concept of honor in Dryden's 
time is a very interesting question....What is 
relevant is the nature of honor in Dryden's 
plays in relation to the hero, and there we 
find that honor consists essentially of a set 
of rules or different sets of rules. Love, 
friendship, duty to king and country— all are 
minutely regulated, and there is no problem as 
to the obligations they create for the hero; 
each has a code which the hero is supposed to 
follow faithfully. Not only is he supposed to 
follow the code, but the implication seems to 
be that he is a hero in direct proportion to 
his adherence to the code; the better he obeys
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the rules , the more 'heroic' he is. When a 
'heroic' hero in Dryden's plays does the right 
thing, it is never because of an inner prompting, 
the fulfillment of the inner self, but rather 
because it is what is held to be right by the 
social structure which surrounds him.133
Even modern critics have not always understood

honor as it was employed in heroic tragedy. Lewis
Chase, in one of the most recent studies of heroic
drama in the Restoration, believes that honor, as a
vital and organic principle, does not exist in heroic
tragedy. His thesis can be stated that the hero of
rhymed heroic tragedy was developed by the dramatist
to please an audience totally lacking in all respects
any notion of true love outside the sphere of passions.
As he states, "the distinctive feature of heroic love
is that it nullifies all other ideals in the love, and
makes him an absolute slave," and that "honor is only
speciously and important feature, as, notwithstanding
the usual connotations with it of certain ideals, the
heroic play was too late a growth to have the element
of honor either of any great extent or of a vital
nature."136

Chase stresses the point over and over again:
The contempt for honor was a conscious breaking 
away from the contemporary French standard and 135 136

135Ibid.. p. 26.
136Chase, pp. 117, 121-122.
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most clearly illustrates the inversion and sub
version of a literary tradition. Heroic love 
is not a high and ennobling passion, but one 
which has the great and distinctive peculiarity, 
that it sanctions a violation of all moral laws 
wherever they are opposed to its free sweep and 
range, although, when not conflicting with love, 
they are recognized as laws to which man owes 
his allegiance, and ideals of conduct toward which man should work. ̂ 7
When we read the Conquest of Granada, or for that 

matter, any heroic tragedy, moral law or the social con
sciousness of morality, has a great relation to love. 
Heroic love does not, contrary to Chase's view, sanction 
a violation of moral law. Heroic love is only secured 
after the hero chooses to control his passionate, 
erratical nature by reason.

The tragic conflict of heroic tragedy, love 
(passion) and honor (reason) was brought out through 
the surface conflict in the play itself. Unlike the 
conflict of Antony in All For Love, which was basically 
internal, the conflict in Conquest of Granada was be
tween man and man, Almanzor and his various enemies.
As hero, he fought with courage and bravery. His 
ability to conquer all foes, ten to twenty men at one 
time, demonstrates his super-human qualities.

The dramatic conflict in this play seems to 
show Almanzor to be a public man, a hero involved in

137Ibid., p. 192.
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private, Almanzor attempted to impress his audience 
by his amazing deeds. In fact, this was the reason 
why Almanzor was characterized so differently from 
Antony. One of the purposes of heroic drama was to 
raise the spectator's admiration. What more effective 
method could be utilized in promoting this effect than 
to show the hero battling against physical forces? 
Antony's conflict was private, a conflict resulting 
from psychological problems. The emotional effect for 
the drama Dryden produced after 1675 was not to raise 
admiration but to promote pity.

The third aspect of heroic tragedy we must dis
cuss is the emotional response this drama required from 
the audience. Pity and fear are the emotions which have 
traditionally been associated with tragedy. Other emo
tions are usually present, yet the distinctive quality 
of tragedy demands that the emotions of pity and fear 
be the primary emotions felt by the audience. In heroic 
tragedy, pity is almost never present. Almanzor was 
developed by Dryden in such heroic proportions that we 
never actually establish an empathy with him. There is 
no internal struggle within the hero. When Almanzor's 
plans go awry, there is justice in such a consequence, 
justice which is neither awful nor disturbing. There

125
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is no sense of injustice such as we find in the problems 
of Prometheus or Lear. We tend to pity those who, like 
ourselves, sense at times that there is no rational ex
planation for the things that happen to us. Yet in 
Conquest of Granada all events are controlled by a 
justice which is mechanical and predictable. As spec
tators , we cannot pity a man who causes his own pro
blems through his own passionate nature. We doubt that 
any spectator pities Lady Macbeth, for she was guilty. 
Nothing about the woman prompts us to pity her, to feel 
that she was punished too severely. So the same holds 
for Almanzor.

Pity, as an emotional response in the audience, 
was not desired by the dramatist. Heroic tragedy was 
no tale of "woe and wonder;" it was a drama which had 
as its prime objective to teach the audience, by way 
of admiration, to follow the moral code established by 
society, a code which the drama demonstrated as effect
ing happiness in life. Almanzor was brave, which was 
admirable; Almanzor was cunning, which was admirable; 
Almanzor by the end of the drama acted rationally, which 
the dramatist wanted his audience to believe was admirable.

Thus, in heroic drama there are three reasons 
why it is not tragedy in the traditional and historical 
sense of the concept. First, the hero is quite unlike
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the spectator. There is nothing in the hero which re
sembles our own nature. Secondly, the tragic conflict, 
which we have stated to be of great importance to the 
production of tragedy, was, in heroic drama, an insig
nificant thing. Finally, the problems of the hero, 
attaining his love and controlling his passions, are 
not of sufficient importance to involve the interest and 
concern of a universal spectator.

The reason why we do not become involved emotion
ally is not only because of the insignificant tragic 
action, but also because the emotional response desired 
by the dramatist was not pity and fear, but "admiration." 
Much like the epics of the past, the hero was not a man 
to be pitied, but admired.

Tragedy, during the heroic period in English 
literary history (1660-1675), was founded upon the belief 
that its specific duty was to induce the audience to 
follow the morality prescribed by a coterie of intellec
tuals which promised worldly success. The drama was a 
picture of life operating upon principles of cause and 
effect, rewards and punishments.

Mrs. John Evelyn, a witness of the first perfor
mance of the first part of The Conguest of Granada, un
wittingly described the true position and true fault of 
heroic tragedy:
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A play so full of ideas that the most refined 
romance I ever read is not to compare with it; 
love is made so pure, and valor so nice, that 
one would imagine it designed for an Utopia

As we noted in our last chapter, in the prologue
to Aurenq-Zebe, Dryden indicated that the serious drama 
was changing in some of its essential characteristics. 
In this play we can understand what he meant.

Aurenq-Zebe is significant for our study. In
this drama we see exhibited on the stage a new type of 
character, quite unlike the typical heroic hero of his

"The Significance of Dryden's Aurenq-Zebe,"
Aureng-Zebe is like no other hero in Dryden's 
previous plays. Before Aureng-Zebe Dryden's 
heroes had been distinguished by their capacity 
for passion, frequently expressed in rant, by 
their primitivistic if not primitive nature 
(both Almanzor and Montezuma are characterized 
as children of nature), and by their constant 
desire to prove their worth in love as well as war. None of them were temperate men....!39
To such motives and aspirations Aureng-Zebe is

basically immune. He was described, in contrast to all 
his brothers, as a man

rather than the stage

Aurenq-Zebe (1676)

past plays. As Arthur

138Mrs. John Evelyn in Wilson, p. xiii. 
■^^Kirsch, "Tlie Significance," p. 164.
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...by no strong passion sway'd,
Except his love, more temp'rate is, and weigh'd... 
He sums their virtues in himself alone,
And adds the greatest, of a loyal son (I. i).44^

The first time he appears on the stage, he kneels to his
father and kisses his hand, exclaiming,

Once more 'tis given me to behold your face:
The best of kings and fathers to embrace.
Pardon my tears; 'tis joy which bids 'em flow,
A joy which never was sincere till now (I. i).141
When Aureng-Zebe learns for the first time that

his father is his rival for the affections of the
beautiful Indamora and he is momentarily enraged,
Indamora chastens him:

Lose not honour you have early won;
But stand the blameless pattern of a son...
My suff'ring for you make your heart my due.Be worthy me, as I am worthy you (I. i).142

* Immediately coming to his senses, Aureng-Zebestates,
My virtue was surpris'd into a crime.
Strong Virtue , like strong Nature, struggles still 
Exerts itself, and then throws off the ill.
I to a son's and lover's praise aspire:
And must fulfill the parts which both 
require (I. i).143

And for the remainder of the drama, he does just this; 
he refuses to cede to his father his right to Indamora's 
love, and at the same time, he refuses to dishonor his

140Works, V, 206.
141Ibid., P* 213.
142Ibid., pp. 218
143Ibid., P* 219.
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position as son by rebelling against him.
Aureng-Zebe is a nearly perfect pattern of 

virtue. Not once during this play does he act basely.
No matter how strong his love for Indamora, filial duty 
comes first; and he will do nothing to take Indamora 
away from his unreasonable and passionate father.

The hero, without a doubt feels passion— love, 
anger, jealousy— but he is not swayed by passion like 
the heroic hero. Though circumstances and his father 
cause him great grief, his only reaction to all of 
this is despair, a bitter skepticism. Yet this skep
ticism is never of sufficient strength to make him act 
in a dishonorable way. And even this skepticism is only 
temporary; at the end of the play, he is reconciled with 
his former ideals.

Aureng-Zebe is significant for a second reason—  
the emotional response that Dryden desired from his 
audience. It is true that the hero is admirable, yet 
the hero does not measure up to the dimensions of the \ 
typical "heroic" hero. He simply is not the man that 
Almanzor is. Almanzor is a superman; we admire this 
type of strength. We also admire, as Dryden wanted us 
to do, the ability of a brutish individual who eventually 
learns to control his intemperate nature. On the other 
hand, Aureng-Zebe is passive; the hero is in agony
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throughout the play. He is psychologically torn between 
two duties. The conflict in this drama is internal, 
unlike the heroic drama produced previous to this play. 
We could suppose that an audience would admire such a 
hero, but admiration, as an emotional response, would 
be secondary to pity.

Admiration, as the end emotion in heroic tragedy,
is a mild emotion, involving a minimum of audience in
volvement. For a drama which has as its major purpose 
to show the audience the danger of an intemperate life, 
a life of excess passion and emotion, it would seem 
logical that Dryden would not require that the spec
tator become too emotionally involved. Intense emotion 
in the audience was not a necessary aspect of this type 
of drama.

through his later work, Dryden seemed to have changed, 
as his fellow-dramatists changed, to the position that 
involvement, not detachment, was especially important 
to tragedy. As we have shown, his criticism at the time
explained this change.

Pity for the hero was contrived in various ways. 
First, and most obvious, in this drama the hero weeps. 
Never before Aurenq-Zebe had any of Dryden's heroes

Yet, starting with Aurenq-Zebe and continui

exhibited such sentiment; never before had the hero
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shown himself to be a compassionate man. Not only does 
the hero weep, but all virtuous characters in the play 
have their turn. Even the diction of the play demon
strates the obvious intent to emphasize soft emotion: 
words like "tears," "tenderness," "sorrow,"generous 
pity," "suffer," and "compassionate," are employed in 
various places in the drama.

Throughout the drama, compassion is a constant 
touchstone of virtue. When Indamora pleads for Aureng- 
Zebe's life she states,

Had heav'n the crown, for Aureng-Zebe designed,
Pity, for you, had pierc'd his generous mind.
Pity does with a noble Nature suit:
A brother's life had suffer'd no dispute (IV. i).-*-44
Pity and compassion are emotions which are felt 

V  Vs 'not only by the major characters of the dramaj^but also 
should be felt, as Dryden's criticism indicated, by the 
dramatic audience. The new concept of emotion in trag
edy can best be seen in the opinions of Indamora con
cerning pity and compassion: he who is capable of feeling 
pity and sorrow for others will be virtuous in his deal
ings and relations with his neighbors. In the same 
conversation, Melisinda, who is quite unhappy through
out the play, states his belief that tears were psy
chologically beneficial:

144Ibid., p. 254.
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Dry mourning will decays more deadly bring,
As a north \ind burns a too forward spring.
Give sorrow vent, and let the sluices go (V.i).^45

The emotions and their place in tragic drama changed in 
degree of importance and in type. The new drama ushered 
in by the publication of Aurenq-Zebe was less the pic
ture of an ideal pattern to be imitated than a series 
of scenes particularly designed to evoke emotions 
psychologically and morally beneficial to the audience. 
As the concept was explained, contrary to the tradi-

became, more compassionate and tearful /H^^Would 
learn to love his neighbor and act according to the 
rules of conduct established by society.

and sentimental drama are really attempts by different 
periods of literary history to achieve the same moral 
end of tragedy, ^eroic drama attempted to accomplish \ 
this end through persuading the audience to pattern \
their own lives after the actions of an admirable hero.  ̂
SpntimpnUl drama tended toward this end through a 
principle of expelling undesirable emotions— pride and 
hardheartedness— and admitting morally desirable emotions- 
pity and compassion.

The obvious conclusion is that heroic drama

145 Ibid., pp. 284-285.
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Starting with Aurenq-Zebe, there was great em
phasis upon family relationships, a characteristic 
quite unnatural to heroic drama. For the first time 
in Dryden's plays, family piety became an essential 
means of differentiating virtue and vice. The virtuous 
characters in the play are uniformly conscious of their 
domestic obligations. Aureng-Zebe is the best of sons; 
Indamora promises to be the best of daughters-in-law; 
and Melisinda, the first truly sentimental character 
created by Dryden, is described by Dryden in the ded
ication to the play as "a woman passionately loving of 
her husband, patient of injuries and contempt, and con
stant in her kindness, to the last...."14^

Almanzor, as we pointed out, was a public man, 
a man who was involved in problems of state, problems 
on a large scale. Aureng-Zebe, on the other hand, had 
personal problems involving his family and his own 
personal desires. Kirsch notes,

The virtues which Indamora and Aureng-Zebe 
insist upon are those of the private life, 
and there is no corresponding emphasis upon 
public responsibility. Aureng-Zebe is less 
the best of subjects than he is the best of 
sons, one of the first heralds of the paragons 
of filial devotion that abound in eighteenth 
century sentimental drama. 146 147

146Works, V, 198.
147Kirsch, "The Significance," p. 165.
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Aurenq-Zebe is an important step in the develop
ment of Dry-den's serious drama. Being quite close in 
conception to the main body of his heroic drama, Aureng- 
Zebe retains some flavor of the heroic tradition in 
tragedy. But, more important, this drama represents a 
turning point both in form and structure of tragedy.
The domesticity, sentimental characterization, appeals 
to pity and tears which are evident in Aurenq-Zebe be
come increasingly dominant in the plays which follow 
it: particularly in Dryden's best known drama, All For 
Love (1678).

All For Love (1678)
Aurenq-Zebe and, particularly, All For Love, 

must be understood not simply as extensions of Dryden's 
earlier rhymed tragedies, ̂ ®but as his response to the 
new developments in the theater in the late 1670's. It 
is our opinion that All For Love exhibits a great change 
in Dryden's poetics of tragedy. Although the end was 
the same as in his heroic drama, the means by which the 
nd was achieved altered.

As we saw in Chapter Four, in his later criticism 
Dryden indicated that he wanted to experiment with a new 
type of tragic drama. Aurenq-Zebe was his first attempt

148Zebouni is essentially of this position. See pp. 51-59.
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in this direction. All For Love was his second and, if 
we believe what most critics tell us, his most success
ful drama of a serious type.

It was Dryden's intention when he wrote this 
drama to accomplish two goals: first, he wanted to 
make his drama abide by the rules of conduct and poetic 
justice so peculiar to his age; second, he wanted to 
raise the emotions to a higher level than he had done 
in the practice of writing heroic tragedies.

Concerning the first point, Dryden was interested 
in the story of Antony and Cleopatra because of "the 
excellency of the moral. For the chief persons repre
sented were famous patterns of unlawful love; and their 
end accordingly was u n f o r t u n a t e . A s  Dryden pre
sented the story, good was good and bad was bad; retri
bution must follow crime, and it should be scaled to 
the crime. In a perfectly ordered world, villains are 
punished and the good rewarded. The tragedy of the story 
of Antony and Cleopatra is the fact that, even though 
the hero knows that his choice to stay with Cleopatra 
and to reject his legal wife is morally wrong, he 
fails to correct the mistake.

149i,preface -̂0 All For Love," Essays, I, 222.
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Dryden also intended that his drama of "unlawful
love" raise certain emotions in the spectator, powerful
emotions, intended to enforce the moralistic aim of
this type of tragedy. But Dryden faced a problem in
his selection of the story to be told. As he stated,

That which is wanting to work up the pity to a 
greater height was not afforded me by the story; 
for the crimes of love which they both committed 
were not occasioned by any necessity, or fatal 
ignorance, but were wholly voluntary; since our 
passions are, or ought to be, within our power.150

An audience could not pity a man who was truly bad. The 
solution to the problem Dryden settled upon was to in
ject into his hero a new characteristic, unseen in 
Shakespeare's Antony: compassion and sentimental feel
ing for others.

Dryden's intent in All For Love was to bring 
about a dual end. To repeat again one of Dryden's 
most important critical pronouncements during the later 
years,

Pity and fear are not enough for tragedy to 
move....I believe, upon a true definition of 
tragedy, it will be found that its work ex
tends farther, and that it iff |-pfnrm____
manners....If this be true, then not only 
pity and terror are to be moved as the only 
means to bring us to virtue, but generally 
love to virtue and hatred to vice; by showing 
the rewards of one, and the punishments of 
the other; at least by rendering virtue amiable 
though it be shown unfortunate; and vice de
testable, tho' it be shown triumphant.

150Ibid.
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If then the encouragement of virtue and dis
couragement of vice be the proper ends of 
poetry in tragedy : pity and terror tho' good 
means, are not the only. For all passions in 
their turns are to be set in ferment: as joy, 
anger, love, fear, and to be used as poet's commonplaces. ̂ 1
As it was thought, the audience learns to live 

better lives by first being instructed through the 
example of the plot; second, and most important for 
the new drama, by being affected by emotions which are 
considered necessary in a society founded upon reason 
and morality.

The character of Antony in All For Love exhibits 
a characteristic possessed by both Almanzor and Aureng- 
Zebe, an inborn knowledge of what was right or wrong.
When Almanzor is not blinded by passion, his reasoning 
faculty informs him of what is good or evil. It is an 
a priori knowledge of dicta and rules for conduct.
Antony, from the outset of the play, knows that he 
owes his allegiance to Rome and his wife and children.

Yet unlike Almanzor, Antony is no slave to honor. 
Unlike Almanzor, he consciously chooses to act dishonor
ably, forsaking family, forsaking duty, forsaking honor
for passionate love.

In Greek or Shakespearean tragedy, the hero does 
not possess answers to what determines one's success or

151 Ibid., pp. 212-213
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failure in life. Antony does. It is the moral code, 
a mode of action based upon the principle that since 1 
society founded its rules upon the immutable laws of \ 
nature and reason and since these rules point the way 
to a good and happy life, the individual must follow 
them or else suffer various kinds of misfortune and y 
disgrace. '

Antony, then, is a model which the audience 
must learn not to imitate but to recognize as a type 
of man who does not listen to reason or heed the moral 
code. As it was thought, since the world operated 
upon a system of mechanical laws of rewards and punish
ments, Antony, like any man, must be punished for break
ing the code of conduct established by society. Hence, 
All For Love in its insistence upon man's acceptance 
of the established code of conduct as requisite to 
happiness, seems to resemble the heroic drama. Yet 
here the similarity ends.

All For Love ends with the death of the hero.
For the first time in Dryden's dramatic career, tragedy 
ended tragically. And we are of the opinion that Dryden 
intended, through such a conclusion, to raise in the 
spectator the emotion of pity. Upon reading the drama, 
the many attempts by Dryden to produce pity for Antony 
and Cleopatra are quite evident.

The story of the tragedy of Antony and Cleopatra
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is quite well-known. Antony had driven away his wife 
in favor of the beautiful Cleopatra. Ventidius, his 
faithful friend, symbol of honor in the play, continually 
goads Antony into becoming a Roman again and returning 
to the responsibilities of husband and leader. The 
action of the play involves the constant vacillation of 
Antony between Rome and his wife and Cleopatra and 
sexual pleasure. In one scene, he is determined to 
accept his legal duty to country and wife, but in the 
next, he comes back to Cleopatra. The drama ends with 
the unfortunate deaths of Antony and Cleopatra.

The most important aspect of Antony's character 
is revealed in the reason why he continually changed 
position from lover to leader. The reversals of choice 
come, not because of his truly great love of honor, 
not because of his tremendous attraction to sexual 
pleasure, but because he sympathizes with the speakerj___ 
whether it be Ventidius, Octavia, or Cleopatra. He 
takes pity upon them for the anguish he has caused them. 
Thus, it is obvious that Antony is easily influenced and 
demonstrates little stability of character.

After Ventidius had spent considerable time and 
tears convincing Antony of the reasons for relinquishing 
his claim to Cleopatra, he states,

Ventidius: (weeping) Look, Emperor, this is nocommon dew,
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I have not wept this Forty years; but now 
My mother comes afresh into my eyes;
I cannot help her softness.
Antony: By Heav'n he weeps! poor, good 
Old man he weeps!
The big round drops course one another down 
The furrows of his cheeks. Stop them....
Ventidius: I'll do my best.
Antony: Sure there's contagion in the tears 
of friends:
See, I have caught it too. Believe me, 'tis 
not for my own griefs, but thine. Nay, father!
Ventidius: Emperor! (I,i)^52
Antony feels for his friend and agrees to go to 

Rome with him.
Octavia also provides sentimental stimulation

to cause Antony to choose to leave Cleopatra. Again
he is moved not out of any sense of honor or duty, but
because of his large compassion and pity for those he
has wronged. When Octavia tries to win Antony back,
she pushes her children toward him:

Octavia: ...Go, I say, and pull him to me,And pull him to yourselves from that bad woman. 
And, Agrippahang upon his arms.
And you, Antonia, clasp about his waist.
If he will shake you off, if he will dash you 
Against the pavement, you must bear it, children, 
For you are mine, and I was born to suffer.
(Here the children go to him.)
Ventidius: Was ever sight so moving 

Emperor!
Dolabella: Friend!

152works, V, 352-353
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Octavia: Husband!
Antony: I am vanquished, Take me,
Octavia, take me Children: share me all.(Embracing them) (III,i).*53
Antony's relation with Cleopatra is similarly 

sentimental; heroic issues are essentially excuses for 
the exercise of emotion. Antony often claims that 
Cleopatra "deserves/ more worlds than I can lose" 
(I,i),154 but when the play begins, he has already 
lost the world as a defeated soldier. Antony proves 
his worth as a lover much as Cleopatra does, not by 
giving away worlds which are no longer in his power 
to give, but by showing his capacity for sympathy and 
suffering. He can almost always be reduced to tears 
by his friends and by her— "One look of hers, would 
thaw me into tears," he tells Dolabella, "And I 
should melt until I were lost again" (IV,i).1^5 And 
in virtually every situation in which we see Antony 
on the stage, his grandeur is shown by the enormity of 
his distress. No longer a conqueror, like Almanzor 
and Montezuma, he is a family man rather than a

153Ibid., p. 357.

154Ibid., p. 357.

^S^Ibid.? p. 395
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superman. Antony is the hero of a play which has as its 
particular purpose to exalt the man of feeling, com
passion, and pity, the man, as Dryden described Antony 
in the prologue of the play, who "Weeps much; fights 
little; but is wond'rous kind" (1. 13 ).^56

As we stated at the outset of this chapter, 
Dryden wanted to raise the emotions of the audience 
to a higher level than he had done in his former work. 
But what should we make of the apparent sentimentality 
in All For Love? Was this what Dryden meant by raising 
the emotions? How does the seeming exphasis on com
passion and sentiment fit into Dryden*s whole plan in 
the tragedy?

The play, emotionally, exists on two levels.
On the surface, the dramatist uses tears to capture the 
interest of the audience. An audience, fed on love, 
honor and admiration, absorbed happily such sentimen
tality. Here, Dryden was a man of his age. In the 
second level, the story of Antony illustrates what 
happens to a man who, possessing the quality of com
passion, allows himself to be made a weakling, allows 
this good quality to bring about his undoing. Because 
of his unsound character, Antony demonstrated no firm

■^■^Works, V, 340.
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conviction, no beliefs. Dryden, here, attempted to 
show his audience a man who did not use his emotions 
wisely. Through Dryden's use of sentiment, he attempted 
to draw his audience into a framework in which he could 
successfully promote his own convictions. How success
ful Dryden was in making his audience understand 
Antony's real character is unknown. But if we have 
correctly analyzed Dryden's audience, they possibly 
only understood and reacted to the surface level of 
the play.

the emotions, in his insistence upon moderation, which 
saved All For Love from becoming a typical late Res
toration sentimental tragedy. For truly it is obvious 
that Antony is not an ideal of moderation but rather 
pitifully enslaved by his own excess and instability. 
And it is Dryden the critic, the upholder of moderation, 
as well as Dryden the dramatist, who is the author of 
All For Love. This drama demonstrates that Dryden 
could transcend the abnormality and excesses of his 
age. This is why this drama is considered to be 
Dryden's best work.

It is precisely in Dryden's attitude toward

All For Love is probably the closest the age
ever came to true tragedy. Yet the play does not 
exhibit the markings of true tragedy for a number of
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reasons.
First, the conflict of the play, as Bruce King 

notes, is too limited: "its main concern is with rais-

rather than with the inspection of deeper values... 
All For Love is not a play which can be read for a 
deeper understanding of human tragedy, but it more

certainly does not come out of the resolution of the 
surface conflict. Good is rewarded, evil punished.
In the view of the world created by the philosophers, 
theologians, and dramatists of the Restoration, there 
was no mystery, doubt, or confusion as to what consti
tuted human happiness. By using the standards estab
lished by the intellectuals of the age, Antony and 
Cleopatra were simply guilty of wrong-doing. The most 
important point is that they knew why they were guilty. 
The emotional response of the audience came, not from 
the fact that Antony and Cleopatra were ignorant or 
blind to their mode of conduct, not from the surface

ing the spectator's emotions

than holds our emotional interest."157

are "
By Dryden's own admission, Antony and Cleopatra 

patterns of unlawful love."158 The tragic feeling

157Bruce King, "Dryden 's Intent in All For Love," CE, XXIX (1931), 271.
158»preface to All For Love," Essays, 1,222.
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conflict which carried the moral of the story, but from 
the qualities injected in the hero and heroine to lure 
the interest, pity, and compassion from the audience.

Macbeth was certainly guilty of wrong-doing.
Yet the audience pities him, not because of some super
imposed quality to catch the concernment of the spec
tator, but because Macbeth, like all men, was confused, 
mystified, concerning the outcome of his actions. On 
the one hand, in All For Love, we observe the love-honor 
conflict which has as its purpose, in its resolution, 
to teach the audience that virtue is rewarded and, in 
the case of the main characters of the play, that vice 
is punished. On the other hand, we find a second con
flict which has as its purpose, in its resolution, to 
aid in the evoking of pity for the main characters of 
the drama. And in both areas, the intellectual guidance 
and the emotional response, the important fact is that 
they are not related as they should be through cause
and effect. This lack of relationship in All For Love

A'may be seen by a glance a# an example of traditional 
practice.

In relation to universal justice, Dike, as the 
Greeks conceived it, Prometheus was guilty of breaking 
a law or principle or order. But as the Greeks believed, 
because of vincible ignorance , he failed to comprehend



the meaning of his action. We pity the man since he 
was not altogether guilty from our point of view. The 
Oedipus story is still another example.

On the other hand, Antony knows that he is 
guilty. In the very first scene, where Antony and 
Ventidius fall tearfully into each other's arms, Antony 
confesses, "But I have lost my reason, have disgrac'd/
The name of soldier with inglorious ease" (I,i).1 9̂ 
Later Antony pledges to reform. He will leave Cleopatra 
"though heaven knows I love/ Beyond life, conquest, em
pire; all but honor" (I,i).160

The important question for us is: why do we pity 
Antony? Or, more exactly, for what reason does Dryden 
want his audience to feel compassion for his hero?

Prom what we learn from reading the play, the 
audience was asked to pity the hero because he was 
"wond'rous kind." On the surface level of the play, 
the conflict within the hero is over the choice of love 
and honor. By choosing passionate, unlawful love over 
duty and honor, Antony condemns himself. Yet under all 
the surface conflict and action, Dryden includes a subtler 
conflict, one involving Antony's great capacity for feel
ing, showing itself in an undirected and undisciplined

^S^Works, V, 354.
160Ibid., p. 359.
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compassion, sympathy, for those whom he has wronged. 
Antony is not depicted as capable of real love in any
virile or authentic sense. The great passage in the 
play which best illustrates this flaw in Antony is that 
in which he, after being told by Cleopatra that if he 
leaves, she will kill herself, he is met face to face 
by his wife and children. He is told by Octavia that 
he has hurt her and his children. After Octavia has 
completed her statement of griefs caused by the absence 
of her husband and the father of his children, Antony 
cries,

0 Dolabella, which way shall I turn?
1 find a secret yielding in my soul;
But Cleopatra, who would die with me,
Must she be left? Pity pleads for Octavia,
But does it not plead more for Cleopatra? (Ill,
Here Antony exhibits a second conflict in the 

play. Here, and in similar places throughout the drama, 
Antony is divided as to whom he should give his pity
and sorrow. Being the kind of man he was, it was of 
little consequence whether he loved Cleopatra or res
pected and honored Octavia; his nature demanded that

in this very vacillation, as we have seen, that Antony 
dissipates himself. The audience felt pity for the 
man because of his inability to exercise fully his

he feel compassion for a human in distress. Yet it is

161Ibid., p. 389
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capacity for kindness and sorrow for others; and per
haps some of them saw into the real defect of such a 
.lack of discipline. How many caught Dryden's under
lying intent— the holding up of a mirror to themselves—  
is something we can only conjecture.

All For Love, we believe, is essentially divided 
in its total intellectual and emotional effect. The 
emotional effect of the drama does not proceed or evolve 
from, to use King's words, "the moral intelligence 
operating upon the subject-matter." The emotional
effect of this drama is brought about by the dramatist's 
addition of a quality and conflict in Antony totally 
extraneous to the intelligence and moral guidance of 
the drama. True, the emotional effect, to produce 
pity and compassion in the audience, is part of the 
moral purpose for Dryden and his contemporaries, but 
the pity in the spectator is not produced by the re
solution of the surface conflict, Antony's conscious 
choice to pursue his morally evil conduct, but, rather, 
by the vacillation and struggle of Antony in his 
dissipated activity.

In Prometheus Bound and Macbeth, the hero suffers 
and the audience pities because Macbeth and Prometheus

162King, p. 271.



do not understand the intelligence, or plan, of the 
universe. There is a logic or order to life, yet 
these men, like most men, cannot come to understand 
it. Out of the moral or intellectual environment in 
which these men were placed comes the emotional effect, 
pity and fear. The emotional effect, in these tragedies, 
was not produced by the insertion of an external stimulus, 
but was a natural outgrowth of the total organic struc
ture of the drama, and centered around the choice of the 
hero and its ultimate consequences for his personal 
destiny.

emotional effect are two different things. Dryden in
tended that his play demonstrate, on the one hand, that 
unlawful love was evil. It was not in conformity with 
the laws of nature. And since nature only loved order, 
disorder was eliminated in a quick and decisive manner.

On the other hand, the emotional effect of this 
drama was linked, with the moral structure of the play
but was not produced by it. Pity and compassion were 
considered to be good emotions, emotions, up to a point, 
to be increased and used. As the theories of Dryden 
and his contemporaries bear out, it was the particular 
job of the dramatist to increase the spectator's ca
pacity for pity and kindness— these emotions being

In All For Love the moral guidance and the
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quite desirable and necessary in achieving an ordered 
and moral society. What actually happened in practice, 
however, as Dryden has shown, is that these emotions, 
placed just anywhere, or on an unworthy object, and 
given full rein, leads not to an ordered and moral 
society, but to the worst kind of empty sentimentalism 
(as witnessed in later drama) and to Antony's undoing.

In the drama of the period under discussion, 
the important point to remember is that the emotions, 
and their place within the structure of the drama, 
were, in practice, extended out of proportion. In the 
new drama after 1675, emotion tended to replace the 
"serious tragic action" as the central focus of the 
drama; the accidental had replaced the essential.

Thus, we see that, although All For Love is a 
drama that does not conform perfectly, as we have 
shown, to the traditional view of tragedy, yet it is 
important to note that, in one aspect, Dryden seemed 
to have understood traditional catharsis, although we 
do not see it demonstrated, in its pure form, in the 
drama.

Catharsis itself, that is, the traditional 
purging of pity and fear, is not produced in the 
audience because Dryden, in this drama, is using the 
emotion generated by the play to lure the interest of



the audience, to act as a vehicle to teach them the 
consequent result of emotion unwisely spent. Yet even 
though the resultant emotion of the drama was used in 
this manner, Dryden certainly understood the concept 
of catharsis, traditionally explained. The drama it
self, the story, was constructed so as to illustrate 
the point of classical catharsis. Antony is an example 
of a man who has been unduly influenced, first of all, 
by an excess of emotion. The dramatist's character
ization of Antony echoes the Aristotelian concept that 
too much pity brings on discomfort and possible ruin. 
This emotion is not centered on an object worthy of such 
an excess. Secondly, this same excess of emotion Antony 
lavishes equally on one and all, dispersing this emotion 
without discrimination.

Even though this drama does have some relation 
to traditional catharsis, the problem in All For Love 
is that the drama lacks organic structure. On the sur
face, all parts of the drama seem to cohere, but when 
we view the total effect of the work, we see that the 
emotion produced in the audience and the topic of the 
drama are separate and unrelated entities.

Such a division in the structure can be traced 
to two causes. First, in true tragedy, all aspects of 
the drama— emotion, conflict, and characterization—

152
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work, not independently, but, rather, organically, 
toward the final end, "to teach." Yet as we noted 
earlier, in Dryden's age, emphasis was placed on "the 
didactic," the direct pointing of the moral, in the 
interpretation of the classical dictum "to teach."163 
The classical view of catharsis must be understood to 
mean the coming, experientially, to a greater under
standing ("teaching," in this sense) through the 
emotional experience of the hero's significant central 
conflict. Tragedy, then, communicates (teaches) not 
only through the attitude we see, an attitude based 
upon faith, but also, as a result of consequence of 
this attitude, it teaches, educates, through the use 
of the emotions.

The problem in All For Love can be seen as 
stemming from the phenomenon of neo-classicism, which 
was coming into greater and greater evidence: the in
terpretation of classical tenets from a more "exterior
ized" standpoint. Everywhere there was the emphasis 
on form, on rules, on method; whereas, in the classical 
world, these tenets were viewed and understood from the 
point of view of the classical world, which regarded 
such elements, for example, as emotion, tragic action, 
form, and other parts, as integral to the whole,

•^^See Supra, pp. 60f.
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universal impact of the drama itself. In classical 
drama, it is man we are concerned about. As a result 
of neo-classical tendencies in the Restoration drama, 
the parts of the drama are not unified, but seem to 
be considered as separate elements, and produce, con
sequently, a "fragmented" effect. And such a fragmented 
effect is seen in All For Love. The emotional response 
in the audience was not produced by the central tragic 
action. They are two different aspects of the drama 
with little relation to cause and effect.

Second, this divided effect, seen in All For Love, 
must also be considered as a natural outgrowth of Dryden's 
own divided vision. His eye was not only on his under
standing of classical tragedy, but was also on tragedy 
as it had to be interpreted in the light of the beliefs 
of his own age. Dryden, himself, knew and well under
stood classical tragedy, as well as the classical con
cept of catharsis. However, Dryden was not only a 
classical scholar, not only a forger of his own age, 
but it is important not to forget, also a product, in 
many ways, of his own age. We would miss the point of 
our work if we failed to realize this important fact: 
Dryden was a popular dramatist; his success, and for 
that matter, any dramatist’s success, is dependent upon 
how well he reads his audience. In Dryden's case, it
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was his particular stroke of ill fortune to be born in 
an age totally unable, emotionally and intellectually, 
to react to a tragedy written in the classical spirit.

The division we see in All For Love, the 
separation of intellectual and emotional aspects of 
the drama, should be understood as the result of the 
dramatist's attempt to compose tragedy for a Restor
ation audience. Such a division in the drama certainly 
should not be thought of as a reflection of incompetence 
in the author; on the contrary, such a fragmented pro
duction is a result of the dramatist's choice to work 
within the moral, intellectual, and emotional confines 
of his age.

If we find limitation and constriction of view 
in All For Love, then, such findings should not reflect 
upon the author but on his age. If we find the mirror 
of themselves Dryden produced in All For Love split and 
divided, this was the only way in which Dryden could be 
true both to himself and to the dramatic expectations of 
his audience. Again, as we have mentioned earlier, per
haps some among the audience might penetrate into the 
implications of the other level which Dryden had felt 
it important to incorporate into his play. But, in 
general, it must be said that it was the surface level 
of the play which drew out the audience's interest and 
appreciation.
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CONCLUSION
As we noted in the opening pages of our work, 

it was our intent to examine the theory and practice 
of John Dryden in the field of tragedy, to study his 
age and audience, and to compare his work to the trag
edy produced by the Greeks and Shakespeare.

If we have studied the matter truthfully, the 
conclusion we must draw is that, first, Dryden under
stood true tragedy; secondly, he understood his age, 
thirdly, in many respects, he was formed by, as well 
as helping to form, his age.

As we have seen, in regard to the first point, 
Dryden certainly appreciated Shakespeare's view of trag
edy. In a period when Shakespeare's reputation suffer
ed on all sides, Dryden defended him: "he was the man 
who of all modern, and perhaps ancient poets, had the 
largest and most comprehensive soul."1^4

Secondly, even though Dryden understood true 
tragedy, he also understood the problems of his age.
He knew what kind of audience he had before him. He 
understood their desire for love, glory, and spectacle. 
As Dryden stated,

And one reason of that [success of all great 
writers]is, in my opinion, this, that Shake
speare and Fletcher have written to the genius

164nEssay Qf Dramatic Poesy," Ker, I, 67.
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of their age and nature in which they lived..., 
yet the climate, the age, the disposition of 
the people to whom the poet writes, may be so 
different that what pleased the Greeks wouldnot satisfy an English audience. ^5
As a critic, Dryden was involved in the theoret

ical and practical problems of the literature of his 
time. As a dramatist, his prime concern was how he 
must involve an audience totally unprepared and un
sympathetic to traditional topics of tragedy. To put 
the matter another way, Dryden stated in the prologue 
to Aurenq-Zebe that he was "betwixt two ages cast,/ The 
first of this and the hindmost of the last" (11.21-22). *^6 
It was his constant chore to try to bring together 
these two ages, these entirely different attitudes 
toward tragedy.

Third, Dryden was also a product of his age, 
inheriting some of the characteristic defects of the 
age. When Dryden stated that it was the particular 
task of tragedy to show virtue rewarded, vice punished—  
to reform manners and men167— he was speaking as a man 
who accepted one of the characteristic tenets of Res
toration tragic theory.

As we have seen in All For Love, Dryden had a

165"Heads to Rymer," Essays, I, 214.
166Works, V, 201.
167"Heads to Rymer," Essays, I, 215
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real understanding of the classical dictum "to teach," 
that is, that teaching is an involvement, through 
catharsis, rather than direct moralizing. However, 
the whole accent of his period was placed on the 
"direct moral" to be shown. The fact that Dryden lived 
in this period and not in another, not in the classical 
period, a period which had also helped to form his 
mind, could not but have its influence on his handling 
of catharsis and "tragic flaw." This fact was perhaps 
the predominant reason that his real theme, concerning 
Antony's tragic flaw and the catharsis which would be 
expected to result, was not entirely successful. He 
was writing "betwixt two ages," as Dryden stated. Thus 
we see "Dryden divided." However, the fact that he does 
introduce the "classical way," in the strong implication 
of Antony's flaw as the basis of his undoing, is pre
cisely what raises All For Love above his other dramatic 
work and above the other tragedies of his age.

Shakespeare and the Greek tragedians, like Dryden, 
also composed tragedy in a spirit comprehensible to their 
audience. But the spirit one finds in their work is an 
attitude of faith, a rational, not rationalized, belief 
in the presence of an order in the universe. Man and 
his personal destiny was at the center of focus in 
traditional tragedy. Never do we find morals or manners
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to be the center of interest in tragedy. The vision of 
the poet and the vision of the audience seem to be aimed 
at the same attitude. The audience and the poet shared 
the same humble view of man, his world, and the universe.

Out of the dramatist's comprehensive view of 
man, his world, and his destiny, came, consequently, 
an ordered and structured view of the form of the drama 
itself. Out of the conflict involving the fortunes of 
man, came the emotional effect. The drama was developed 
so as to produce an organic experience concerning life. 
The substance and execution of the tragic experience 
were bound together by the closest ties.

In the drama produced by Dryden, we do not find 
such a comprehensive view of man. His drama, in the 
main, dealt with simply one aspect of human effort, 
conduct and manners. Being a man of his age, Dryden 
could not but be influenced by his age's view of man.
And this view was certainly not comprehensive. It was 
a fragmented view.

Therefore, the drama in which we find such a 
view was also disjointed structurally. All For Love 
was the prime example of this phenomenon. The effect 
of this drama was not, as in the traditional manner, 
produced in an organic way, but in a divided manner.
The two conflicts, as we demonstrated , one being the

159



surface conflict, and the other deeper, emotional one 
(the underlying intent), were not related; they were 
not products of the total structure of the tragedy.

within this theoretical and dramatic work the various 
influences operating upon him— his appreciation of

the particular way in which his age viewed tragedy—  
that causes us to state that his theory and practice \ 
in tragedy does not seem to conform to the genre in / 
the traditional manner. Such a successful reconcil
iation, if we have judged correctly, could not have 
been accomplished in any theorist or dramatist of this 
period if they had, as Dryden did, "conform'd their 
genius to their age."

and popular dramatist. Because of his many-sidedness, 
his breadth of vision, Dryden was able to be a real 
influence in forming the tastes and critical judgment 
not only of his own individual period, but also of the 
eighteenth century. There is little question of the 
security of Dryden's place in English literary history. 
"To him we owe the improvement, perhaps the completion 
of our metre, the refinement of our language, and much 
of the correctness of our sentiments," declared
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Samuel Johnson,188the spokesman of the literary gener
ation which Dryden inaugurated. Much the same claim 
for him has been made in our own time by T. S. Eliot:
"We cannot fully enjoy or rightly estimate a hundred 
years of English poetry unless we fully enjoy Dryden."18  ̂

Yet it may seem rather faint praise to celebrate 
Dryden in the name of an age beset with as many pro
blems as Dryden's. Being committed to the assumptions 
of his age— to the monarchy, to the couplet, to the 
ideals of Restoration tragedy— what distinguishes him 
from his fellow dramatists and theorists was his ability 
to function with freedom within those assumptions.
Dryden took on the divisions of his age and infused into 
them his own heritage, his own convictions, thus extract
ing from them values which, in turn, comprised the heri
tage he bequeathed to his successors. Dryden's ability 
to sustain a balance and an integration in the face of 
the divided nature of his period was no mean feat, and 
is perhaps his major achievement. 168 * *

168Johnson, I, 262.
169t . S. Eliot, Selected Essays (New York, 1950),

p. 265.
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